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Beauchamp Colclough is a qualified and internationally respected therapist who has helped countless people from all sorts of backgrounds end their dependence on alcohol. He worked for several years at a treatment centre in Kent and now works with his wife in private practice in London, where he treats various forms of addiction and emotional problems.


He has worked with alcohol addiction all his life. Born an alcoholic, he decided to change his life through abstinence from alcohol.
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Preface 
by Elton John

I have been sober, clean and abstinent for two years and one month now. Without doubt these have been the best two years of my life. I no longer drink alcohol, take drugs, eat white flour or sugar, and I no longer purge myself bulimically. If this sounds pretty drastic – and it is – well, it had to be. By 28 July 1990 I was in a terrible mess. Riddled with addictions, I was obese, miserable, suicidal and beaten. Until then I thought that I could cure myself of all my troubles. I knew I had major problems, and I could not stay clean or sober for any length of time. Everything I did was ‘on my own terms’. That is, I frowned on people who went to therapy, had treatments or consulted psychologists. It was, in my opinion, a sign of total weakness. ‘Can't they get themselves together without all that?’ I used to think.

The level of denial and false pride within me was enormous. As I refused all offers of help I slid further and further into the abyss. Hell on earth. So what happened?

I fell in love with someone who wanted to get help for their own addictions. They went to treatment and I visited them. I freaked out there, and got very angry. I fled back to England and locked myself away for two weeks. However, I knew that this person was trying to tell me something, and I knew what it was: if I didn't act quickly I was going to die. It was that simple. I went to visit my friend again, and we had a brutal confrontation. This time I was ready to listen, and I decided to seek help for myself.

When I made the decision to fight for my life, I began to change emotionally and spiritually. First I decided it was time to confront my own behaviour, and I went to a hospital in Chicago. There I was treated for alcoholism, cocaine addiction, compulsive overeating and bulimia. During my six-week stay I learned how to get honest, to communicate with other people and, most importantly, to forgive myself. ‘No one beats up on Elton like Elton' was a slogan that had to be put to grass.

I truly believe that communication is the greatest form of therapy – to tell someone how you feel. I was numb before I went into hospital, but I began to talk – and write – about my life, and now I am in the ‘thawing-out' process called recovery. Today I am grateful for my life – I am no longer wasting it. I realize how precious life is, and how lucky I am to have been given another chance.

Beechy has been a soul-mate since I left Chicago – he has seen me on a regular basis and we have become dear friends. He always emphasizes the positive side of my character: he has encouraged me to be me and not be apologetic about it. I am now convinced that those of us too proud, too arrogant or too frightened to ask for help need people like Beechy to nourish us and help us claw our way back into existence. I would personally like to thank him for his love, kindness, compassion and honesty. It has helped me so much. If your life is out of control as mine was, I know that this book will help you.

August 1992





Introduction

My first introduction to alcohol was sitting upstairs in the house where I lived as a child, looking out of the front-bedroom window towards the top of the street, to watch for my father coming home, at about 10.30 to 11.00 p.m. Sure enough, at about that time he'd appear. More often than not my mother would be there with me, because she'd want to see the way he was walking. Would he be unsteady on his feet? Would he be straight as a die? Or would he be with some of his drinking cronies and being loud and noisy, carrying further supplies for the remainder of the night?

These three different conditions were very important to my mother and me, because they would determine what sort of night we were going to have. If he was unsteady on his feet, it would mean that he'd pick arguments with my mother. bang doors and shout. If he was walking straight, it would mean that we had in store a complete history of the family and how they'd survived over the years. My mother and I would have to sit and listen attentively, but however hard we listened it would never be good enough: there would always be faults.

If he was with some of his cronies, this would mean that my mother would have to cook. ‘I'm hungry,’ he'd say. He and his friends would sit and drink and talk and talk and talk. I'd go to bed, or I'd be allowed to stay up for a while and listen to them talking about nothing, with no one really listening to anyone else. One minute they'd argue, the next they'd be laughing, and this would go on for most of the night until they left or passed out.

The following day my father would be up early again, shaved. I always knew when he was going to have a drink: he didn't smoke cigarettes when he wasn't drinking, so when I smelled the tobacco in the morning I knew that he'd be off again. For him it was never a question of going out for a couple of drinks: he'd go out first thing in the morning and come back last thing at night. Many a time my mother would try to deter him, first asking him not to go, and later going to the pub to persuade him to come home. He, of course, would promise her that he would. ‘I'll be there in twenty minutes,’ or ‘I'll be there in half an hour,’ he'd say, but he never was, so we'd sit upstairs and watch for his return.

Looking back, I realize how little attention and affection I received from my father and how his moods were engineered by his drinking and not drinking. For years I blamed him for what I became, but I have since come to realize that he suffered from something that made him behave like that – something called alcoholism, or alcohol, or drinking too much, or whatever name you want to give it. I know that it ‘took' my father, and the end result was never pleasant. Alcoholism was like a thief in our lives: first with my father, who after all was a creative and talented man (though I don't think I ever saw the real him), and then later on with me.

When I sat and watched my father, I quietly made a vow to myself that I'd never be like him. I'd never drink (I remember how I hated the smell of alcohol on his breath) – not me. I wasn't going to be like him or behave like him: when I married and had children, I'd be a good husband and parent; I'd be responsible and not break promises. How ironic it was that my first marriage was destroyed by my alcoholism and by my subsequent irresponsible and selfish behaviour. I couldn't help what I became, but I regret how time and time again alcohol came first and everything and everyone else took second place.

While I vowed, ‘I'll be different,’ I was so full of ambition and hope for the future. I remember having a set of drumsticks and practising with them on the back of a plate for hours and hours on end. I also remember the thrill of my first drum kit – one of the few things my father bought me. I treasured it: I so wanted to be a drummer in a band.

So, when people say to me, ‘How much experience do you have with alcohol?’, I tell them, ‘About forty-four years' – I was born into it, I was brought up with it, and I have been on the receiving end of the behaviour brought about by it. Also, I have suffered the consequences of my own behaviour. I understand people with drinking problems because I'm one of them.

I can remember wondering why my father used to drink alcohol, because he never seemed to be happy or to be enjoying himself when he was drinking. He may well have been while he was in the pub and with his friends, but I certainly never saw him a happy man. I also remember watching him the day after he'd been drinking and seeing his hands tremble and how physically ill he would look. What confused me even more was that he never drank every day: he was a ‘binge' drinker, and would often go months without a drink, although even then he seemed as if he was just waiting to drink, because he'd always seem very depressed and bad-tempered. I'd then find myself wishing that he would go for a drink, because I never knew which was worse – him sitting at home moping without one, or him at home under the influence. The effect on me was confusing: I never knew where I was with him or how to behave – I could never please him. I never brought friends home – I wasn't allowed to. I couldn't understand why he behaved the way he did, and I felt hurt by his criticisms of me - I used to think, ‘Why is he doing this? What have we done that he behaves like this?’ For a long time I used to think that it was my fault. For years I blamed him and resented him, but not any more. I've come to forgive him, because I have come to know that he suffered from an illness and he had no choice in his behaviour once he started to drink.

Though I used to look at him time and time again and say, ‘I'll never end up like you; I'll never behave like that,’ I was wrong. No matter how much I promised I'd not be like my father, alcohol seemed to be just waiting for me, just waiting for me to pick it up. From the very first time I did, I loved the way it made me feel. I loved the effect, even though the first time I did have a drink I was sick – probably because the stuff that I was drinking was like congealed tarmac. (It didn't have a label on the bottle. How could it? – there was nothing good to say about it.) Nevertheless, I liked the way alcohol made me feel. It seemed to take away the insecurity that I suffered from – it made it easier for me to talk to people, and in some ways it felt such a comfort. It was as if I'd been standing out in the cold for a long time, and someone had come and given me a coat. I put it on, and it felt warm and comfortable, and I felt content.

At the start of my drinking, that was what it was like. Alcohol was a very good friend. It wasn't a problem. In fact I enjoyed drinking, and I wasn't the only one doing it – it seemed that everybody I knew was drinking, and that that was the thing to do. That's how it started. I'd found something that helped me to have more of a personality. It helped me to communicate with people better (I thought), and, as I said, it seemed that everybody I knew was drinking – especially at weekends. We'd go out to a bar, go listen to music, get ‘a couple of bottles’, and go back to someone's home and sit drinking and talking and enjoying ourselves. But it didn't take long before alcohol started to mean a lot more to me.

I joined a band as a drummer. To start with we played locally, and then we moved further afield. Really it was then that my drinking started to affect me in a different way. I had come to depend on it more and more to help me cope with playing before large audiences of people – that was something I found difficult, but alcohol seemed to remove my fear and my nervousness, and bit by bit it started to creep more and more into my day. It wasn't so much something that I needed to use to play better, it seemed that I was using it more to function better. All of this I realize today, but back then as far as I was concerned drinking was just something that I enjoyed doing. Certainly alcohol made me feel good, and I wanted to feel good all the time. The band I was with continued to play, and we did very well and became popular. That meant that I was earning more money. Consequently I was able to drink more, and by this time I had started to use drugs too.

I started to use a lot of amphetamine – ‘speed’, ‘sulphate’. I also dabbled a lot with LSD. But, more than anything, alcohol was my favourite, because it was legal – all the other drugs were illegal. Around that time, smoking cannabis, hashish and pot was very popular, but I could never really get into that. I couldn't see the point of smoking something and then just falling asleep (which was the effect it had on me), so I really never bothered much with smoking dope. As I said, hashish was illegal, alcohol wasn't, so I decided to stick with the legal drug. As time went on I did use drugs, but not to the extent of my alcohol abuse.

I continued playing with the band, and as far as I was concerned I was having a really good time – we were playing at lots of different places, and I couldn't think of anything else that I wanted to do. My drinking stepped up a gear when the band went on a tour of Europe. We were working very long hours in clubs and American army bases, and most of the day and well into the night was focused on alcohol. There was always a party to go to or someone who wanted company or someone to talk to, and there was always a drink to go with it.

By this time I'd started drinking in the mornings. I can remember to this day sitting in a little hotel room I was sharing with a guy called Davey (a member of the band): if we didn't have any alcohol left from the night before, one of us would go to the shops close by to get some. It really didn't seem all that abnormal to be doing that at 8.00 a.m., or sometimes even earlier if I was awake. We used to make jokes about having a ‘liquid breakfast’, and a ‘liquid lunch’, and a ‘liquid dinner’. Life seemed so full of music and good times…

… and some bad times – like when our agent didn't pay us at the end of the month, and we'd find ourselves sleeping in an empty van or on the floor of a garage or an army base. Even if we (or I) hadn't got the money, we'd always get a drink. There'd always be a soldier or someone who would buy us a drink. Food was secondary by now: alcohol came first.

At the end of that tour the group split up and I joined another band. They very quickly noticed how much I drank, and there were continual arguments about it, until one day we had a meeting and they informed me that they'd found someone else, because they couldn't continue with me playing and behaving the way I was. I got very angry with them, because I didn't want to hear what they were saying. I told them where to stick their band and everything that went with it. When people asked me what had happened, I blamed it all on the band – I said that they were boring, miserable and straight, and I didn't want to stay with them. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

Around that time I met up with my friend Davey again. He started talking to me about the Channel Islands – somewhere I'd really never thought about. He said that he was going to go over there to get some work – picking tomatoes, or some other kind of seasonal work. He said that it sounded like good fun, and wondered if I would like to go along. At first I didn't fancy it: I thought, ‘Why would I want to go picking tomatoes?’ It wasn't until Davey said that the alcohol was cheap and the pubs were open all day that I really started to think seriously about it. It didn't take long for me to make my mind up. I promptly sold my set of drums, and we set off the following day.

That was the start of many wasted years – years that consisted of drinking, losing jobs, losing friends. I can't say ‘losing relationships’, because I didn't even know how to have one. I travelled around Europe with a bag on my back, wandering aimlessly from place to place with no direction in my life. I'd end up in hospitals to dry out from my alcohol abuse, and I'd come out of the hospitals feeling healthy and fit. But what would be the first thing that I'd do then? I'd have another drink. In a very short space of time I'd be right back where I started. People got tired of telling me what I was doing to myself, because I'd always shrug it off and take no notice of them.

The first person I took notice of was an American friend of mine named Gary. (Around that time I'd also met someone I'd started to care for a lot, and I knew that if I didn't do something about my drinking I'd lose her.) Gary told me that he knew two people who'd be able to help me if I was prepared to listen to them.

That afternoon he took me to their house, and he introduced me to Peter and Annabel. I didn't realize it then, but those two people were to save my life. I remember sitting in their home with both of them talking to me, and everything they said was so true. They warned me that continuing to drink the way I was would kill me – I needed to do something about it once and for all. I remember making some comment that I'd cut down my drinking, but they told me that I needed to quit: my ‘cutting-down' days were over, and the only way I was ever going to save myself was to stop. I left their home feeling very frightened and angry: frightened because what they'd said had touched a part of me, and I knew they were right; angry because they'd told me I had to stop drinking, and it seemed that this was taking something away from me. How crazy.

I phoned my girlfriend and told her that I'd been to see them, and that they'd suggested taking me to a meeting of a self-help group. She was more excited than I was. (I can understand that, because she was very worried about me. It was the same old story – everybody worried about me, and me not worried about myself.) I went to the meeting of the self-help group, and there I heard other people talking about their problems with alcohol. They might have been talking about me: everything they said I could understand; everything they had done I had done too. But there was also something very different about them, and that was the way they were talking: it was so honest and without bullshit. That was something I was not used to.

I left there feeling very positive and excited, but it wasn't long before a little voice in my head became very strong and said, ‘Well, you can just have a couple of drinks and go to the meetings, and bit by bit you can cut it down.’ So that's what I did. I continued going to the meetings and I continued drinking – but it wasn't a couple of drinks. I felt hypocritical and dishonest. I'd go to the meetings and tell the people there that I hadn't been drinking, but they could tell very easily by the look of me and by the smell of my breath that I had. However, the one thing they didn't do was reject me: they just let me ramble on.

One Thursday evening I was at one of these meetings, and to this day I don't know what happened to me there, but I'm grateful that it did. I admitted openly that I'd been drinking, that I'd never stopped drinking, and that I couldn't take any more of it. That was the first time in my life that I'd ever asked for help. Annabel asked if I was prepared to go for treatment, and I said that I'd do anything.

The following Sunday morning I found myself sitting on an aeroplane with Peter and Annabel, being taken to Plymouth in Devon, to a treatment centre – Broadreach House. I didn't know what I was getting into, but I quickly found out. The information came from a woman named Arlene Kelman, who told me that she was going to be my counsellor. I didn't know what this meant, and the whole thing felt very strange, and I was very frightened. But I also felt very safe, because the warmth from the people at Broadreach was very different to anything I'd experienced before.

After about my fourth day of being there, I started to withdraw from the alcohol. I went into the ‘DTs' – something I'll never forget. It was so frightening. I was continually hallucinating, and I lost all idea of time and where I was, but I can still remember that voice in my head saying, ‘Get out of here. Have another drink. Get away from this place.’ But, even if I'd wanted to, I couldn't – I couldn't even get out of bed. The care that I received got me through that, especially from one of the nurses, named Carole, who stuck it out with me when it got really bad. I had about five or six days of that, and then, as quickly as it had started, it had gone.

That was when the treatment started. For the first time in my life I had to take a look at what I'd been doing, and that's where Arlene came into all this. She guided me, supported me, cajoled me and rekindled the sense of humour that I thought had died in me a long time ago. She kept telling me that if I quit drinking I'd make something of myself and my life would change beyond my wildest dreams. I used to look at her and think, ‘Is she really serious? Does she really believe this?’ She did, and she was right.

Six weeks later I was back in Guernsey, stone-cold sober, feeling like a little lost boy, but also feeling something else – something that I'd never felt before – and that was as if I'd started something. For the first time in my life I'd been honest: I'd talked about myself, faced up to myself, and actually admitted that I was an alcoholic.

That was the beginning of my recovery. I knew that I was going to have to fight hard to get back my self-respect and the respect of other people. That didn't come overnight, because there were so many who'd heard me say so many times before, ‘This is it – I'm going to do something with myself,’ but every time I'd said that I'd ended up drinking again. So I had to start from scratch.

The first thing I had to do was to find a job. Around the time I'd got back from treatment, there was a new hotel opening in Guernsey – The St Pierre Park. It had been advertising for kitchen assistants (a fancy name for dishwashers). I rang up and got an interview, and I went along to see the personnel officer. Having had washing-up jobs before, I found it very strange to go through an interview, so this made me quite nervous. Also, I was sober, and I wasn't used to doing anything without a drink. However, the personnel officer (Dorothy) was extremely nice. She asked me some questions about what I'd been doing for employment. Straight away I ran into difficulties, because one of my biggest fears was having to tell someone what had actually happened. When she said to me, ‘You're thirty-five years old. How come you want a job washing dishes? What have you done with your life?’ it was the first time I'd had to tell anyone that I was trying to pick up the pieces of a life ruined by alcohol, and that I was trying to make a new start. Well, luck was on my side, because she gave me the job. It felt so good to have actually done something for myself, and even better that I had done it without a drink.

I'd been working there for about six or seven months when I learned that there was a competition – the Salon Culinaire – taking place, and most of the chefs in the hotel were entering different dishes to be judged by a team of chefs. Well, standing in the corner of the kitchen of the brasserie where I worked (merrily washing dishes), I fantasized about what it would be like to enter the competition. All of a sudden a voice came into my head saying, ‘Why don't you ask the head chef if you can enter?’ I thought, ‘No, I can't do that,’ but the voice said, ‘Oh yes you can! Go on – do it!’ So I did. I left the brasserie and went upstairs to the main kitchen, where I found the head chef in his office, looking very severe and writing out menus. I knocked on the door and went in. I said, ‘Excuse me, Chef, but I'd like to ask you a favour.’ He grunted at me. He was a large Austrian who didn't seem to smile too much, but he was a wonderful chef. I proceeded to ask him if I could enter the competition, and he looked at me rather quizzically and said, ‘But you're a kitchen porter! You have no experience.’ I tried to tell him that in the past I'd worked in different kitchens, and sometimes I'd been able to help in the preparation of the food, but he didn't want to hear that. He told me to go back downstairs and to get on with my work. I felt so bad on the way back to the kitchen – I was angry, hurt and ashamed. All the old feelings came back. I felt so silly for asking. ‘I should have known better,’ I thought.

Later on that evening, at about 9.30 p.m., the phone in the kitchen rang. It was the head chef. (I think he'd had a few glasses of wine.) He said
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