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No-brainer is written chronologically between the Spring of 2022 and the Autumn of 2023, focusing on issues around safer sport and neurodegenerative disease. Though several chapters relate to rugby, Dr. Judith Gates now chairs Head Safe Football.









Foreword


‘That which doesn’t kill you makes you strong.’

I am Dr. Judith Gates, wife of Bill Gates. I am a great grandmother: mother of two sons, grandmother of two girls, great grandmother to two precious little boys. Liam was two and a half when Luca was born and, eager to show his skills as a big brother, he reached out to hold Luca. His mum gently intervened: ‘You can’t pick him up ‘cos he’s delicate.’ Savouring and practising this newly discovered word, delicate, Liam carefully placed his finger on Luca’s forehead. ‘Delicate forehead’ he pronounced with conviction. How true. His words resonate and mobilise my actions.

The brain is fragile. That has been proven scientifically. Repetitive head impacts are identified as the cause of Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy, CTE, a progressive, incurable brain disease which claims victims to dementia 20 to 30 years after their initial exposure to brain trauma. CTE is a disease which appears in middle to old age but which begins in the brains of the young.

Ex-professional footballers are five times more likely to develop dementia than those in the general population. But the disease is not just limited to the professional game, not just limited to the old. On autopsy, CTE has been found in the brains of young people who have never played for a professional team, it has been found in the brains of both men and women. CTE does not discriminate. It is a disease which can affect anyone who ever heads a football.

Conversations with today’s players highlight a fundamental misunderstanding. They assert that ‘Dementia was caused by the old heavy leather balls.’ The balls of today weigh the same but travel faster. Increased velocity and similar weight mean that today's players experience similar head impacts and are in as great a danger as players in the past. CTE is here to stay unless we take action. The cumulative intensity of head impacts is the cause. Precaution, prevention and protection are the only cure

I co-founded Head for Change, a charity involved with both football and rugby, and was instrumental in organising the first football match in the world which experimented with the rules of heading. International media coverage enabled 50 million people to read about a game in which heading was banned. Now, in order to better meet football’s specific needs, I have founded a charity focusing exclusively on football. Head Safe Football is for every player who has ever headed a ball, irrespective of age or gender, grassroots or professional. Our logo, an elephant standing on a ball, symbolises the elephant in the room, namely chronic traumatic encephalopathy, CTE, a progressive and incurable brain disease wholly caused by repetitive head impacts and insufficiently addressed by the footballing community. Head Safe Football is pioneering Football United v CTE in which HeadSAFE Trailblazers pilot HeadSAFE practices within their own football community. We work to protect the players of today from becoming the victims of tomorrow.

No-brainer outlines my fight to make sport safer. Whilst striving to offer support to affected past players and their families, I fight to raise awareness and provide education to prevent this brutal disease from affecting players of the future.

A story has no beginning and no end. Arbitrarily one chooses a moment of experience at which to begin and a moment of history at which to stop. Any story is just a chosen piece of the whole.

No-brainer is a book of separate, yet interwoven, stories, in which each active participant group plays a part in the current epidemic of brain disease in football. The protagonists line up.

There is CTE, the disease itself, with a long and chequered history of recognition, denial and obfuscation. Research has a key role. It has been dominated by the Concussion in Sport Group (CISG), a group aligned with the sporting governing bodies. And then we have the sporting governing bodies themselves, each with a powerful corporate commitment to the business of football. These groups with positional power have the influence to disrupt rational analysis and action. Collectively, their power is virtually unstoppable. Yet surely, the interests of the players themselves should be key, but theirs are the voices which are having to fight to be heard. Footballers beware.

At the core of No-brainer is the ongoing story of CTE, Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy, the incurable brain disease caused by blows to the head, the brain disease which reduces its victims to the description harshly, but honestly, captured by the title of the book. No-brainer.

CTE presents a range of symptoms, involving mood, cognition and ultimately physical decline. Often spanning decades after initial damage, it is a protracted death sentence that slowly, but inexorably, takes away every facet that made a person who they were, reducing them to a shell of their former self. First identified in boxers in the 1920s, known then as punch drunk, it has been found in brains of players of contact sports, players both young and old. Although often evidencing itself in later years, it is a disease which starts in youth. CTE is harsh, it is cruel, it is brutally unremitting. But it is preventable by following one simple edict. Be head safe, protect your brain, prevent CTE.

Woven around the CTE story is the story of research into this brutal disease. The Concussion in Sport Group (CISG) has been at the forefront, producing consensus statements on the issue, usually every four years since 2002.

Comprised of members with established links to the sporting governing bodies, their consensus statements were recently described by a DCMS parliamentary inquiry as conservative rather than precautionary. Namely, they are protective of the sports as distinct from being protective of the players. These CISG statements have dominated the international narrative on concussion in sport, from both a legal and a practical perspective, and have influenced the attitudes and actions of decision makers. The CISG group has recently been mired in scandal concerning plagiarism and misrepresentation. Not only did they selectively control research, but theymisquoted it.

The sporting governing bodies in football have their own influential stories. Overseeing and seeking to maintain a billion pound industry, conflict of interest is inevitably endemic. And there are further stories within these stories.

The Premier League, by dint of its financial clout, has the power to direct the actions of other groups and apparently uses it. The Football Association is subject to ongoing legal proceedings for negligence for failing to protect players from permanent brain injury. How do they exercise a ‘duty of care’ whilst at the same time minimising change?

The PFA Charity, now renamed the Players Foundation, sits with over £50 million in assets. It is the focus of a regulatory alert and an ongoing Charity Commission Inquiry. Involved observers wait with deep interest for this drawn-out investigation to finally publish its findings. After a decade of close involvement between the PFA Union and the former PFA Charity, they now describe themselves as separate entities. However, it must be noted that the PFA Union still continues to be predominantly funded by monies from the Premier League, rather than from member subscriptions. This raises the unavoidable and uncomfortable question. How can a union be independently focused on member needs when funded by the employers of its members?

Against this perfect storm, this backcloth of money and power, are the everyday stories of footballing families, wives, sons, daughters of former professional footballers, each painfully struggling with individual personal tragedies, each trying to make sense of the global and corporate forces which dominate. As they witness the ongoing disintegration of a loved family member they try, often desperately, often bewildered, to access financial support for those suffering for what has been described by coroners as an industrial disease.

In a world of acronyms, the KISS principle has gained traction. ‘Keep it Simple, Stupid.’ Yet, in the footballing world of profound complexity and competing interests, where does one find simplicity? Simplicity, rationality, for victims of football-related dementia would be financial support for care from a game awash in cash on the basis that their disease was caused by their profession. Simplicity, rationality, for present and future players would be education as to the now irrefutable recognition of repetitive head impacts as a causal factor of CTE. Simplicity, rationality, to meet a duty of care to players would be modification of rules and practices to reduce heading, particularly in training. We now know heading is dangerous. We do not know what level of heading is safe. Let’s not be stupid about this. Let’s simplify the complex to arrive at actions which protect the players. This is what I am fighting for.

This book, by highlighting the stories of the various protagonists, teases out competing and complex interests, revealing them for what they are. A desire to maintain the status quo at any price, with a canny eye on profitability and corporate interests. Prioritising protecting a sport created by human beings over the needs of the human beings who play it. Players as dispensable commodities in the drive to maintain power and enhance financial gain. All wrapped up in satisficing edicts, giving the overt appearance of constructive action while covertly designed to fundamentally avoid real change where real change is so evidently necessary.

No-brainer grounds these intertwined stories of varying powerful protagonists through the life history, the lens, of a regular footballer, Bill Gates, my husband. Typical of the majority of ex-professionals of his time, Bill was well known in his community, loyal to his club, both loved and criticised by the supporters. A very human man, he is representative of the majority of those players from the sixties and seventies now destroyed by dementia caused by the game they loved.

My story is also part of this book. For over 60 years, Bill and I have stood shoulder to shoulder. Standing next to me when he received the devastating news that advanced medical tests indicated he probably had CTE, he asked me for the promise that now dominates my life. Acknowledging that it was too late for him, he said: ‘Promise me that you will do all in your power to protect players of today and tomorrow from this dreadful disease. No other player, no other family, should suffer as we are suffering.’ I made a promise. Now, I am trying hard to fulfil it.

I choose to begin my story with my first ever visit to Bill’s home in Neale Street, Ferryhill, County Durham in 1960.

Fifteen years old, self-conscious, fashion-conscious, the only child of doting elderly parents, I made my way past redbrick Dean Bank Primary School on the left, past the chapel on the right, down the hill and into the terrace of two up, two down miners’ homes, culminating in allotments at the bottom of the street. Number 16 was a narrow house, one window and a front door wide, with a dormer attic that provided bedroom accommodation for two of the five sons. Mam and Dad, Nancy and Jimmy, presided over their family of footballers. It was a male-dominated environment. No nonsense here.

I was immediately a misfit. My lavender mohair belted coat was the epitome of fashion. My winkle-picker stiletto shoes, my long matching umbrella, all indicative of what became the swinging sixties, a decade of rebellion marked by the rise of teenage power. Nervously confident, I walked through the glass front door, not knowing that I was entering the rest of my life.

Nancy was welcoming. Jimmy was incredulous. Billy was reassuring. Tinned red salmon and chips were for tea, eaten with only a fork. Not a knife in sight. Thickly buttered slices of bread had pride of place in the centre of the table, with the butter kept in a cupboard next to the fire so that it was easy to spread. Red salmon had status and flavour. Pink salmon was for the seriously hard up. The Gates family ate red salmon.

I heard the verdict on me later. ‘Why, she is just a little doll.’

How did I get here from there? Where is ‘here’? Where was ‘there’? What of the journey in between?

‘There’ was the Durham mining community in the northeast of England. Dean and Chapter pit heap dominated the horizon as I travelled on the bus down the A1 to visit Bill. Slag-heaps surrounded my home town of Spennymoor. The landscape was usually dark, dismal, seemingly permanently November. Local people combined the grey dourness required to survive difficult environments with the colourful, sardonic humour necessary to bring laughter to what was a harsh reality. If you spend two thirds of your life deep in a narrow coal seam down the pit, then you treasure the fresh air moments tending tomatoes on your allotment or berating the referee whilst watching a local football match.

Folks were set in their ways. Men were head of the house. Women looked after the bairns and stirred the sugar into their husband’s tea. Everyone knew their unquestioned roles. But difference was gathering momentum and Bill and I became participators in the zeitgeist of the times.

However, our first real act of rebellion, and experimentation, rebounded spectacularly. Even now, over 60 years later, when I think back to the autumn months of 1961 I relive the fear, the panic, the denial of the emerging realisation that I was pregnant. Wakeful nights: 4 am was always the bleakest time. Moments of forgetting followed closely by the horror of remembering. What would my mam say? How would my dad feel? What could we do? Abortion was not an option in the illiberal early sixties. Blame and shame were pervasive across the culture. Jokey references to ‘falling wrong’ did not mask the disdain for the girl stupid enough to get pregnant without a ring on her finger, while the boy gained status as a ‘jack the lad,’ doing what boys will do if they get a chance.

As an academic nerd, expected by teachers and family alike to go on to university education, I felt as if my anticipated life had come to an end. My mam fought for me, my dad cried, my heart learned how to break, but Bill and I stood together. Yes, at Mam’s insistence, for the first time ever in my life I drank gin. I hated the taste and the smell. It was even more unpalatable drinking gin whilst sitting in a very hot bath, but my pregnancy continued.

On 26th November 1961 Bill and I were married. We had battled for parental permission, had seriously considered eloping to Gretna Green, but finally the consent forms were completed. Bill signed professional for Middlesbrough as the first £50-a-week footballer, the £20 maximum wage having only recently been abolished. He became the target of the press, who waited to photograph him meeting me outside of the school gates. To escape press attention I went to stay with my much loved Uncle Jim and Aunt Nan and Bill and I married in a little parish church close to their home. And so I became a footballer’s wife, with our own home in Middlesbrough, 30 miles from our roots in County Durham, and Bill became an articled clerk to a firm of chartered accountants.

I remember the doctor who looked after me during my pregnancy expressing total shock when he realised that Bill and I were living independently from our parents, despite our young age. He rushed out of his surgery and returned with books on childbirth, fearing I may have no understanding of what lay ahead. I remember the sister in the maternity ward treating me with contempt because of my youth. But what I remember most powerfully was my vow to myself. This personal vow became my mantra for life and influences me to this very day, and I have never needed it more.


‘That which does not kill you makes you strong.’

The years that followed strengthened us, both separately and together. Much will be said in this book about Bill’s footballing career. His was a public life of extreme highs and what felt like desperate lows. The intense praise which followed Saturday’s successes, the intense criticism which followed Saturday’s mistakes, dominated the mood of the following week. You moved from being a victorious hero to a public failure in less than the time it took to head a football. No other profession has such minute and public surveillance. I think we both learned resilience from an early age.

I launched myself into unplanned motherhood with a fierce determination. My first thought when my blond-haired, blue-eyed baby boy was placed in my arms was ‘I will die protecting you.’ I applied the same tenacity to baby care as I had to calculus only a few months previously. However my baking skills were less effective. I smile today when I remember the first time I made a cake. How did one know what it meant to ‘cream’ the margarine and sugar. The outcome was more wafer than cake. The traditional Bero recipe book became my bible and David’s christening tea had a table laden with home-made goodies.

However, my heart, and my head, remained in academia. Based on my O-level results I was accepted as a day student into Neville’s Cross Teacher Training College at the age of 18. I loved it. Rarely seen without a book in one hand, a toddler under the other arm, sporting a long straight Sandy Shaw hairstyle, somewhat pretentiously I identified as an existentialist and began my lifelong search for the meaning of life. Not unexpectedly, Bill did not share my quest and neither did his dad, Jimmy. Their pragmatic certainties kept me grounded in Northern reality. Never mind Sartre, what’s for dinner? My passion for education didn’t go unnoticed among Boro footballers. Eric McMordie, who maybe learned how to charm women from his mate George Best, reportedly said the way to chat me up would be to claim to be a salesman for Encyclopaedia Britanica.

Son Nick was born just after my 21st birthday, so teaching, two sons and a career ladder were hallmarks of my twenties. At the age of 29, Mam to a twelve- and a eight-year-old, I became a head teacher, said to be the youngest in the country, then, five years later, a school inspector and five years after that, a university lecturer. Bill and I together took on the world. He as a footballer, an accountant and then a phenomenally successful entrepreneur. I as an educator, an academic and a management consultant. Both as loving parents, grandparents and now great-grandparents.

We travelled the world, visiting 115 countries and exploring places as diverse as Papua New Guinea and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. We gazed at the teeth of a great white shark from the relative security of an underwater cage off the coast of South Africa. We trekked mountain gorillas in the remote Bwindi Impenetrable Forest National Park of Uganda. We hiked the Inca Trail. We worked with our son’s charity in remote countries, seeking to educate communities to deliver the UN millennium development goals. In between journeys, I was part of a group which advocated against gender violence. Together, we helped change the laws of a small Caribbean island to protect against domestic abuse. Always concerned about social justice, always activists. Always shoulder to shoulder. Until now.



‘That which doesn't kill you makes you strong.’

CTE is killing Bill. His brain is decimated by tau protein, dominated by neuro-fibrillar tangles. Confined to a wheelchair, unable to walk, to speak, to do anything for himself, my life partner and I are no longer shoulder to shoulder. Instead, I stand by him, hold his hand and speak for him. His final journey is killing him, but it must strengthen me.

So that is why I have become a great-grandmother with a fierce determination to protect and prevent. That is why I can’t turn away from the seemingly simple and essentially rational actions necessary to protect the next kid from Ferryhill who practises heading in a cobbled back lane while dreaming of becoming a footballer.

That is why I advocate, lobby, educate, disturb, disrupt. That is why I ask uncomfortable questions and refuse to accept satisficing replies.

I was always a misfit. Now I am a misfit with a mission. I have a promise to keep.



‘That which doesn't kill you makes you strong’










‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌1.


‘It was many years before I could properly enjoy a gin and tonic’

It may not be said that Bill Gates and Judith Curry had to get married, that Grade C euphemism of the sinning sixties, not least because Jimmy Gates — Bill’s pitman father — was adamant that footballers and girls didn’t mix.

Bit late for that one, wasn’t it, Jimmy? The lad was 17, she 16 and the lass — to cite another Co Durham euphemism — had fallen wrong.

Nor may it be said that Judith had to have the baby, not when parentally obliged to sit in a hot bath with an equally hot gin and hope that Mother Nature (or Mother’s Ruin) might at least have second thoughts about it all. ‘It was many years before I could properly enjoy a gin and tonic,’ she says.

They got together on a school trip to the 1960 Olympics in Rome, he a greatly promising footballer a year and a month and a day her senior, threw their coins in the Trevi fountain but probably never once wished for what happened subsequently. They married in November 1961, the bride still just 16. David was born the following April and his brother Nick five years later. ‘People told me that my life and my aspirations were over,’ says Judith, then newly possessed of eight good O-levels. ‘They said I’d have five kids by the time I was 21.’

Bill had been just 15 when making his senior team debut for Spennymoor United, became Britain’s first £50 a week footballer after joining Middlesbrough, captained England’s youth team, trained in the morning and studied accountancy in the afternoon.

Love at first sight? ‘Attraction at first sight,’ says Judith. ‘I don’t really know how it happened, it was just sexual groping,’ (a phrase which might in the circumstances be supposed a mite disingenuous) .Whatever formative forays the footballer may have enjoyed, his new girlfriend truly was an innocent abroad.

Boro gave them a club house, if not a telephone. ‘There we were, 16 and 17 and all on our own,’ Judith recalls. ‘I’d be ringing my mother from the call box at the end of the road to ask her how to make mince.’

It might almost in passing be added that, a dozen years earlier, Middlesbrough had signed Johnny Spuhler from Sunderland and ensured that his club house had a telephone. Johnny told them to take it out again. No one else he knew had one; he said, there was still no one to talk to.

When ever-worsening migraines compelled Bill to retire from football shortly before his 30th birthday, and after 333 first team appearances of the sort euphemistically categorised as uncompromising, he opened a sports shop in Middlesbrough. Thirteen years later the chain had lengthened to ten Monument Sports outlets, the biggest and most successful of them in the bright new Metro Centre at Gateshead. Together they sold for £4.4 million.

Though Bunsen-bright, a maths whizz and aspiring economist, Judith had left Spennymoor Grammar School when the pregnancy was confirmed — ‘it was just expected, there wasn’t any option’ — returned for a fifth and sixth form dance, wore the secondhand engagement ring that Bill had bought from a shop in Newcastle and was asked to leave after comparing it favourably — subversively? — to the glitter ball thing suspended meretriciously from the ceiling.

‘It was a bit as if teenage pregnancy could be transmitted, like Covid,’ she says. ‘Bill’s parents especially were unhappy that I wanted to go to college, but he supported me absolutely. It was a bedrock commitment for him, he never questioned it. My mother was supportive, too.’

At 18 she started teacher training at Nevilles Cross College in Durham, at 29 became the country’s youngest head teacher, at 36 a schools inspector and in later years a PhD, visiting professor and, formidably and forensically intelligent, an international management consultant.

Shop sales complete, in 1989 they emigrated for tax and adventure reasons to the Cayman Islands. Their family kept their magnificent home in Castle Eden near the Durham coast but Bill and Judith bought a spacious Cayman apartment overlooking the sun-blessed beach, allowed to return to Blighty for just 91 days each year. Summer days, and summer nights, of course. The Cayman house is alone said to be worth upwards of £4 million, though Bill will never see it again.

Subsequently they bought a third home, overlooking one of Florida’s finest golf courses, but still sought worldwide adventure. Judith, in particular, continued to enjoy academic exploration, too.

Though by no means short (as they’d say back in Co Durham when assessing the affluent) Bill would also be confused with the Microsoft founder of the same name and yet greater resources. ‘People get quite disappointed when they realise I’m not the other one,’ he once said, recalling the time that it took several minutes to persuade an air hostess of her mistake. ‘When finally I did it,’ said Bill, ‘she asked rather plaintively if I might be his dad.’

Though perhaps inevitably they’ve had their moments — ‘blood on the path’ Judith likes to say — the couple marked their diamond wedding anniversary in November 2021. ‘Celebrated’ may not quite be the word.

Concerns about Bill’s worsening memory had begun ten years earlier, leading to tests either side of the Atlantic and a diagnosis of probable chronic traumatic encephalopathy, a neurodegenerative disorder that can only conclusively be confirmed after death but which is caused by repeated head impacts — the sort which might be expected of a successful central defender. Slowly, inexorably and ineluctably, it has engulfed him.

For reasons of economy, if not of understanding, it will hereinafter be known as CTE. Perhaps also for future reference it should be made clear at this point that ‘football’ will generally refer to what the Americans call soccer and that rugby football — or 'rubbery football' as my three-year-old grandson rather appealingly calls it — is simply, here on in, rugby.

In 2014, after returning from London, Bill had forgotten where he’d left the car at Durham station. It took them an hour to find it, Judith remembers. In May 2022, pretty much the starting point for this mostly chronological account, he appears to remember almost nothing, needs a full-time carer, has little speech — even less that seems cogent — might sleep up to 18 hours a day and for his own safety may soon need residential care.

For Bill Gates — footballer, father, entrepreneur, adventurer, innovator — these are harrowing times, though medics assure his wife that he is not unhappy. The man whose 75th birthday cake was topped with a globe, who had visited 115 different countries of the world, who trekked the Inca trail in Peru and tracked mountain gorillas in Uganda, now seldom gets beyond his chair. Judith talks of the Long Goodbye. ‘Our Titan diminishes by the day,’ she says. ‘Every day a little part of him slips away.’

Convinced that her husband’s desperate illness was caused by excessively, day after day, heading a football — famous names like Nobby Stiles, Bobby and Jack Charlton, Jeff Astle, Denis Law, Jimmy Robson and Bob Paisley come to mind in similar circumstances — in January 2021 the great grandmother formally co-founded and fuelled Head for Change (H4C), a charity which aims to address concerns, provide care and seek solutions for football and rugby players and other sport participants and to have CTE and other neurodegenerative conditions prevalent among players of professional sport declared an industrial disease.

Denis Law, diagnosed at much the same time that H4C took up arms, was an Aberdeen fisherman’s son revered on both sides of the border and the only Scot to win world football’s Ballon d’Or. In his early days at Huddersfield Town, he recalled, team mates would take the mickey because after developing headaches he’d started to avoid heading in training because he felt it was doing him no good.

‘More research needs to be done,’ he told the media before his own diagnosis, ‘there’s so many old players in the same boat and all the evidence points towards the game being responsible. The football authorities should have acted a lot sooner with money for research. It’s been really upsetting seeing those I played with and against suffering from dementia.’

Research at the University of Glasgow, about which we shall hear much more, shows that professional footballers are 3.5 times more likely to suffer a neurodegenerative disorder than non-players, five times more likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease.

Anchored to the fundamental medical dictum ‘First do no harm,’ H4C (as its friends like to call it) has as the book begins already had huge impact at the highest level. Already it has sought answers to many searching and oft-disturbing questions, often with unsatisfactory and evasive outcomes. ‘Personally, I would like to see the corrupt lose,’ says Judith.

Bob Paisley, a miner’s son from Hetton-le-Hole in Co Durham, became Liverpool FC’s manager in 1974 after nearly 300 games for the club and a lengthy spell in the bright-burnished boot room at the Anfield ground. In nine seasons as manager he won three European Cups, six English league titles and was six times voted manager of the year.

I’d gone down to interview him in 1989, still in a fairly modest house in the city, a gentle and a generous man dressed in carpet slippers and old cardigan and with a long-familiar habit of saying ‘and that’ when seemingly lost for words. His only problem was that after all those years in the same house he couldn’t for the life of him remember where the coffee was kept. ‘Jessie will know when she gets back from fetching the grandchildren, he said and, of course, Mrs Paisley did.

The following year he became yet another former footballer to be diagnosed with dementia, word on the Merseyside street being that family had become worried when he’d got lost driving home from the stadium. Maybe he had, but the really early warning sign may have been when he forgot where Jessie kept the coffee. He did drive me back to Lime Street station, though.

Gordon McQueen is a former central defender with Leeds, Manchester United and Middlesbrough, capped 30 times by Scotland — ‘a blonde Clydesdale’ the Glasgow Herald called him, approvingly. I’d first met him when, as a Middlesbrough youth coach, he’d taken a team to a pre-season tournament in Wensleydale and a little lad ran round excitedly with an autograph book. ‘I’ve got Steve McQueen,’ he yelled. Gordon smiled; he’d probably heard it before.

In 2012, days after a boisterously celebrated 60th birthday — ‘six in the evening till six the next morning, piper, the lot’ — and nine months after he was diagnosed with cancer of the larynx, we met again at his home in North Yorkshire. Though his voice still rasped a bit, radiotherapy’s side-effect, he was full of life and laughter, no plans to change. ‘The medics blame everything on booze and fags, don’t they?’ said Gordon. ‘If you went in with an ingrowing toe nail, they’d blame it on the beer.’

In 2021 he was diagnosed with vascular dementia, the likelihood being that by the following year that he’d have to go into care. They didn’t blame that on beer and fags; they blamed it on football.

In the 1990s I’d gone to see someone at Blackburn Rovers’ ground, wandering like a lost soul — a not uncommon experience — when asked by a track-suited chap if he could help. It was Tony Parkes, as much part of the Ewood Park furniture as the board room table — player, scout, six times acting manager and, as with so many former professional footballers, a thoroughly nice guy.

In 2020 Tony was also diagnosed with dementia, one of that cohort — of whom we shall hear more — whose family think he deserved a better deal from the Professional Footballers’ Association to which all his career he’d subscribed.

There’ve been others of my acquaintance, not least Jack Charlton, a very successful manager and player with a wonderfully mischievous light in his eyes and a hypnotic effect on after-dinner audiences, not least because of his unalloyed Ashington accent and his incorrigible ability to cadge cigarettes. Though his family is reluctant to bolster the link between football and dementia, many shared the sadness of seeing the light fade.

I’ve known Bill Gates for over 20 years, his career greatly successful on and off the football field, a man who flew high but whose feet never left the ground or his heart the Co Durham coalfield. His darkness is now terrible, and no light at the end of the tunnel.

Mostly told sequentially over 2022–23, this is the story of Head for Change and of the subsequent charity Head Safe Football, of the manifest need for change and of the passion which drives Judith Gates and others to campaign for safer sport. It’s the story of three coins in the fountain, of that teenage marriage back in 1961 and of the mutual success which followed but it has one perhaps glaring omission. Not for the want of supplication, of patience and indeed of entreaty, there is no direct input from the Football Association, English football’s governing body and imagined guardian of the game. The FA has declined to engage, as rather quaintly they phrase it, with the writing of the book. That’s unsatisfactory, to put it very mildly, and it’s something to which, perhaps less diplomatically, we’ll return.

How often during the story’s difficult telling will Dr Judith Gates say that she’d give up everything, absolutely everything, just to have the old Bill — ‘my Bill’ — back in the chair alongside her?
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‘I want to tell them there’s a ticking time bomb. As you are, once was Bill’

Bill was one of five sons of Jimmy Gates, a miner at Dean and Chapter colliery in Ferryhill, Co Durham, and of his wife Nancy. Eric, another son, played football at a high level for Ipswich Town and Sunderland and was twice capped by England.

Judith lived in Spennymoor, a couple of miles west, the only daughter of Harry Curry, an insurance man who was 45 when his baby girl was born, and of his wife Margaret, 10 years younger, who worked in a family shop. Though their home was terraced, it had a little balcony above the front window. ‘People thought we were posh,’ she says.

Bill was forever football daft, organised while still a boy a petition to persuade the council to erect goalposts on waste land near their home in Neale Street. Jimmy always kept a spare pane of glass, in the sure and certain knowledge that it would be needed to address the more wayward efforts of his sons and their friends amid the neighbours’ windows.

Keith Telford and Les Walker, friends from those formative years, meet again — the first time in more than 60 years — to recall happy days. They talk of poss tubs and of the store horse, of prize leeks and six-day weeks, of the times when coalface camaraderie surfaced seamlessly to cement the long, lean terraces above.

If Billy No-mates is the symbolic 21st Century pariah — and why pick on poor old Billy, anyway? — then Billy Gates (they all called him Billy in Dean Bank, still do) was his 20th Century antithesis. Everyone liked Billy, everyone wanted to be on the same team, whatever the game and whatever the gang. If it wasn’t a team game — maybe marbles, raw-kneed in the coal-black back alley — he’d beat them all at that.

Dean Bank was built around Dean and Chapter colliery, separated from Ferryhill by the Great North Road (as then it was) and by sporadic outbursts of territorial warfare. The lad, they reckon, was a pretty good scrapper, too.

The pit had been sunk in 1902, familiar Durham seams like the Busty and the Brockwell, the Harry and the Five Quarter and with an all-too-familiar death toll. The Durham Mining Museum website lists 177 casualties, concedes there were probably many more, causes of death ranging from falls of stone — probably the most frequent — to the poor lad who died from complications after his pony stood on his foot. He was just 15.

Some causes were rather more arcane. ‘The coal fell from a sooty back at the loose end of the jud. A sprag had been set….’ Whatever precisely had befallen, that victim was just 14.

There is a tangential curiosity, a little mystery, however. A large fascia board outside the Dean and Chapter pub in Ferryhill, not half a mile from the former pit head, proclaims that the pub is dedicated to the memory of the 73 miners who lost their lives between production starting in 1906 and 1929. Production ended in 1966, it adds.

So what of the other 37 years, of the other 104 men — on the Mining Museum’s lugubriously conservative estimate — who were killed thereafter? They were aged from 14 (‘killed instantly when he was caught between two trucks on the surface’) to 66, putters and pullers-up, screenhands and shaftmen, onsetters, run riders, banksmen, deputies.

A 16-year-old pony lad had ‘fallen unconscious into a few inches of slurry,’ a washery attendant had (it says) been ‘caught up in the machinery and mangled.’ Had the mortal coil a break point? Might not Dean Bank and Ferryhill wish to raise a glass in their memory, too?

The colliery terraces had almost all been named after Victorian industrial pioneers, men like Stephenson, Siemens, Bessemer, Faraday and Davy. Neale Street, where seven members of the Gates family lived pretty much harmoniously, might less easily have fallen from an O-level history paper. Who was Neale? Might he, too, have been a father of invention, perhaps even a Dean of Durham? It’s a puzzle to which we shall return.

Keith Telford lived next door to the Gates family and was a year younger than Bill. Les Walker, born just a few days after Bill and a classmate at the village primary school, lived in Stephenson Street. Bill’s grandfather lived over the road from the family. ‘If there was a big football match we’d all be over Bill’s grandfather’s,’ says Keith. ‘He was the only one with a telly.’

Unanimously they recall that young Bill was a genuinely nice lad, unanimously that though they didn’t have much, they never went short, either. ‘We weren’t raggy arsed or any of those other things you hear about,’ says Les. ‘The kids could always properly be turned out.’

The three of us take lunch in a pub a couple of miles away — none, surprisingly, can remember Dean Bank ever having a pub, no matter how great the communal thirst — and there recall the formative fifties.

Keith joined the Midland Bank — ‘£34 a month, Billy was getting £50 a week,’ — retired at 52, devoted himself to charitable works. Les worked in a factory at Spennymoor. Though they live just 25 miles apart, they’d not met since school days.

At Dean Bank primary, they remember, there could be 50 in a class. From his back pocket Les produces the end-of-year report in which — ‘excellent progress’ — he’d finished 7th. ‘If I was 7th then Billy would have been top,’ he says. ‘Bright lad, Billy.’

They remember Spennymoor Grammar Technical School, as formally it was, and recall Billy Sumner — their first headmaster — patrolling the corridors on his bicycle while wearing an academic gown and carrying a cane as a churchwarden might carry a wand of office, though for a more punitive purpose. Keith almost shudders. ‘You didn’t want to see Billy Sumner too often,’ he says.

They also recall Joe Coulthard, the sports master. ‘Funny feller, he’d throw cold water at you as you came out of the shower. Mind, we’d get him back on the football field and he was all right about that. Decent chap, really.’

Though by every account England’s youth team captain remained unassuming, just one of the lads, a piece he’d been asked to write for the school magazine — a publication called Silver Buckle, a nod to Bonny Bobby Shafto, who’d lived a mile down the road — told tantalisingly of his adventures.

‘Apart from visiting Scotland and Wales, I have also been abroad twice this year,’ it began, and at a time when the average Dean Bank pitman’s son might have been little further than Redcar on the workmen’s club trip, and only then if his dad had kept up with the subs.

One fortnight-long trip had been to a 14-nation tournament in Portugal. ‘The weather was perfect, just right for sunbathing, but in my haste to pack I had left behind my bathing trunks,’ he wrote, also somewhat incredulously referring to the price of ‘English things'.

In Portugal a sixpenny bar of chocolate equated to 1/10d, a jar of strawberry jam five shillings and a telegram home nine bob for three words. Chiefly they relied upon letters from Blighty, distributed before dinner at 7pm, though seldom to team manager Billy Wright, capped more than 100 times for his country and married at the age of 34 to Joy Beverley, one of the singing sisters. The skipper was gallant, if unguarded. ‘I let him read one or two of mine,’ he said.

Back in Dean Bank they’d play endless cricket and football with little regard for neighbours’ windows or for overlapping seasons, unless it snowed — it did in those days — when cricket became a bit tricky. Usually it was in the front street, sometimes in the tiled back alley. ‘The cobbles were useful for learning how to play spin,’ says Les, improbably.

Bill was a good cricketer, too, in the Durham County second team when just 15 and a regular with the Dean and Chapter side. Les remembers batting with him. ‘He did particularly well because he didn’t have very good eyesight. They hadn’t perfected contact lenses in those days and often enough he couldn’t see the scoreboard. People might have thought we were discussing tactics in the middle when really he was asking me what the score was.’

By his Football League days contact lenses were a bit more sophisticated, though still the size of plastic pennies, his myopia cited by club doctor Neil Phillips after Bill had been sent off for what the referee had considered a particularly brutal tackle.

The FA panel listened intently, perhaps incredulously. ‘You mean’ said the chairman, ‘that he can’t see the difference between the ball and a leg?’ The appeal was lost.

Keith Telford also remembers Middlesbrough manager Bob Dennison’s visits to Neale Street, attempts to get the lad ticed, as probably they’d have said down the pit. ‘I guess,’ he says, ‘that the money probably talked loudest in the end.’

Keith himself made several appearances for Ferryhill Athletic, then Northern League ‘amateurs’, initially surprised to find ten shillings in his boot at the end of the match. ‘Do you think the tax man will be round?’ he wonders, all those years thereafter.

Whatever the sport, windows were at risk. As Judith Gates had herself recalled, that’s where her future father-in-law came in. ‘One time when we broke one it was the last people in the street you’d want to upset but fortunately they were out,’ says Keith. ‘Jimmy produced a pane of glass, removed the broken one, put the new one in, puttied it, painted it and was back in the house before they got home. I doubt if to this day they’d have known what happened, unless they smelled the putty.’

If schoolyard teams were picked in the accustomed manner — what might be supposed devil-take-the-hindmost — then William Lazenby Gates was always on the side of the angels. ‘Whatever he turned his hand to, he was the best but he was never big headed, always just one of the lads,’ says Keith.

‘Just quiet,’ says Les. ‘I can never once remember him picking on anyone, never bullying anyone. Billy was just a genuinely nice lad, but you could hardly ever walk down Neale Street and not see him playing football.’

Didn’t he ever get into schoolboy scrapes, then? ‘Oh come on,’ says Keith Telford, ‘Billy was the biggest catch at Spennymoor Grammar School; don’t you think that getting Judith pregnant was a big enough scrape on its own?’

That early move to Teesside, those unexpected changes in circumstances, meant that the old friends had hardly seen one another until a school reunion held in 2014 at the Gates family home in Castle Eden. ‘Bill seemed all right,’ Keith recalls. ‘With hindsight you could see that Judith was looking out for him but he was making sure we had enough to drink, showing us round the lovely house and gardens, seemed OK. To see the way he is now — it’s just awful, isn’t it?’

Lunch consumed and memories shared, Les Walker kindly offers a lift to Dean Bank and to Neale Street, different in their youth because many of its houses there were owner occupied — ‘the posh end’ he says.

Nor was it so posh that concessionary coal wouldn’t be dumped out the back, stopping play until someone shifted it. Jimmy and Nancy Gates, Keith Telford had supposed, bought their house for £400.

The village school seems outwardly little changed, though doubtless a technological crucible within. A sign proclaims its mantra: ‘Believe, achieve, soar with pride.’ The allotments still grow at the bottom of the street, though another sign proclaims them to be ‘Smart allotments’ — that’s technological, too. In Jimmy Gates’s deep-digging days, a smart allotment was one where they’d creosoted the fence.

‘He’d just divide his time between the pit and the allotment and he was the most generous man alive,’ says Les. ‘Half his produce he’d give to the neighbours just to help them out.’ When the pit closed, Jimmy took a newsagent’s in Staindrop, about 15 miles south. ‘Mind, I never had him down as a shopkeeper,’ says Les. ‘He’d probably have given half the stuff away.’

John McManners, a retired Church of England priest and scion of another well-remembered Ferryhill family, had also recalled happy days on the allotments. ‘Me and my brothers and the Gates boys knocked around everywhere together. Happy days, though it was usually the lads who did the digging while Jimmy Gates and my dad leaned over the gate, gossiping.’

John’s sibling Bob, a retired Bishop Auckland GP appointed OBE for services to the community, recalls the annual pig muck derby between the two sets of brothers. It would be around Christmas time, the pig muck — essential for the allotments — collected in old baths from Blackett’s Farm near Ferryhill football ground and raced across the Great North Road to Dean Bank. ‘They just had an old tin bath and we had a white enamel one with blue facings. They used to call us posh,’ says Bob.

Conflict ensued, however, when a McManners family saboteur hid behind a fence to throw wizened old beetroots at the rival bath. ‘There was a bit of a fracas, I think our John got thumped,’ recalls Bob getting on 70 years later. ‘You couldn’t blame them, all those beetroots left less room in the bath for pig muck. It was the sort of thing that might only happen in Dean Bank.’ And the assailant? ‘I fear that it was Bill.’

So what else has changed? Well, obviously the pit has gone and with it that coalface cohesion but the main things, says Les, are the number of working women — ‘hardly any of them worked back then’ — and the volume of traffic. ‘When we lived in Stephenson Street there were 90 houses and one car. Now you can hardly cross the road for them.’

No stone unturned in Neale Street, I seek out acclaimed North-East author and playwright Michael Chaplin, whose father Sid wrote Close the Coalhouse Door and whose grandparents lived in Bessemer Street, nearby. Could the street name, Michael very reasonably wonders, be a tribute to Edward Vansittart Neale (1810–92) a pioneer of the Co-operative movement and co-founder of the Northern Wholesale Co-operative Society — ‘posh geezer but politically sound.’

There’s another memorial to Edward Neale in St Paul’s Cathedral, though St Paul’s Cathedral never got concessionary coal and nor might it perceive the slightly spectral figure of Billy Gates, forever kicking a football, forever seeking perfection, out the back.

Bill’s trip to the Olympics, his wife supposes, was funded by the ‘backhanders’ siphoned by Spennymoor United to their young star and safeguarded by his mum in a teapot.

‘I can’t really remember much about him before that,’ says Judith. ‘He was just one of those people who’d have to stand up at school assembly
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