MORE PEOPLE

REAL
LIFE

A

LCOHOLIC. THUG.
OUTCAST. Peter Skillen admits he was, once,

every one of these things. And more.
There was a time when life was a constant
search for the next drink. Nothing else
mattered. At least, not enough.
And yet, the Peter Skillen I see before me on
a cold winter day in 2016, sitting in a window
seat inside Loughborough’s popular Delice cafe
and waving to friends outside, is a different
person to the Peter Skillen I have read about.
A familiar face in his hometown, he’s a
smartly-dressed, softly-spoken man who is
clearly well-liked.
Across his knuckles, the tattoos are the only
real giveaway to his former life. Because that’s
what it is, really. A former life. A former life
spent living on the edge of society, “among
fellow outcasts”, drinking, drinking, drinking,
to take the edge away.
Until one day in 2001 when, battered and
broken and ravaged by almost 20 years of
drinking to take the edge away, he knew he
had two choices: make a change, or die.
PETER, now 45, likes to play chess. He likes

hiking, foreign films and art.
He’s a changed man, but he still lives in
Loughborough, the town he grew up in. He’s
written a book – The 12 Step Warrior – about
his life as a kid on the Shelthorpe estate; living
with an alcoholic father, getting involved with
the wrong crowds, suffering sexual abuse...
The story ends just as his new life is starting
out; a life of alcoholism behind him and a
chance to start afresh.
That was 15 years ago, and a lot has
happened since. Peter has been to university
and now has letters after his name. He’s about
to set up his own fitness and health centre. He
also works with alcoholics to help them overcome addiction.
His is a tale of triumph, of determination, of
spirit. And it’s a tale that might, just might, be
on the verge of being turned into a film.
Director Paul Shammasian and cinematographer Sergi Vilanova, two acclaimed filmmakers, are on board.
There’s something about Peter that draws
people in; that makes acclaimed film-makers
want to work with him.
“The book had so many people saying my
life sounded like a film,” he says. “The script is
written and I have a director and cinematographer who are internationally acclaimed.
“I got in touch with Sergi, who’s Barcelonabased, when I was at uni. A week later, he flew
over and stayed for the weekend. I took him
round all the places in the book.
“Paul is a friend of a mutual friend, and he’s
read it and said he’d love to direct it.”
How does that feel?
He grins. “It feels fantastic. Well it’s good, int
it?”
He pauses, and says something he goes on to
repeat several times throughout the interview.
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Peter Skillen was at his lowest ebb
when he was forced to make the
life-or-death decision – stop
drinking or die. Now, the
remarkable story of how he
turned his life around is on the
verge of being made into a film.
Gemma Peplow reports

“It’s not done yet. I don’t want to come
across like I’m boasting. I’m nothing special.
“I don’t want to get too excited, or say too
much about it. I’m like a duck on water –
underneath, I’m paddling away.”
Film has always been a big part of Peter’s life,
ever since he used to skive off school to go to
the cinema when he was young.
So that’s what he decided to do when, at the
age of 38, he decided to study for a degree, a
BSc honours in TV and film production.
“I was very nervous about it,” he says. “I had
no education, nothing. But after getting sober I
was facing all these fears and that was one of
them.
“I was one of the oldest people at the college
but I absolutely loved it. It made me feel young
again. And I was good at it. I was actually good
at it.
“I also found out I was dyslexic when I was
there. And that was after doing the book.”
Peter graduated from Brooksby Melton
College with a 2.1.
“I went from bum to BSc,” he laughs.
“Seriously, though, when I was young,
people like me didn’t get degrees. That’s what I
was told.”
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‘Alcohol doesn’t
discriminate. It
doesn’t matter
whether you live
in a mansion or
a sleeping bag.
It’s a disease’

You can’t get a decent future while
you’re holding on to the past. I had to
get rid of it all in the book. It was
cathartic

PETER has been sober for 15 years. He has

no-one to blame for his alcoholism but
himself, he says. “There’s no excuse, to be how
I was,” despite the difficult upbringing he
speaks so candidly of in his book.
He’s not making excuses, he says, when he
talks about his childhood. That’s just how it
was.
“I started drinking when I was 10 years old.
Drinking and the culture that we lived in, it
was prevalent everywhere, all over the estate.”
His book tells of a life of drug use and fights
and drinking. Drinking more and more and
more as the years went on.
“But everyone had problems. Lots of people
drank. I’m under no illusion that I was the only
kid going through it. I’m just the one who
spoke out.”
He has to speak out, he says.
“You can’t get a decent future while you’re
holding on to the past. I had to get rid of it all
in the book. It was cathartic.”
People who don’t have problems with
addiction will never understand what it’s like,
says Peter.
“And why should they? They shouldn’t. It’s
not their problem.”

‘IF I HAD A DRINK NOW THAT WOULD BE 15 YEARS DOWN THE DRAIN’ Peter Skillen has fought back from the brink of drinking himself to death
After trying several times to
give up by himself, Peter
eventually checked into rehab
after falling to his lowest ebb.
People there understood him, he
says.
“Rehab, for me, wasn’t
difficult. Honestly. Don’t get me
wrong, before I got there I was
scared to death. I thought it
would be like a prison, a mental
hospital; I thought I’d be judged.
And, if you took the drink away,
who was I? It was all I’d known
for so long.
“But when I got there, it was like I’d been
waiting for it my whole life. I felt reassured.”
One balmy night, sitting outside with one of
the other rehab patients, they could hear the

chatter coming from the pub beer
garden next-door. (The rehab
centre was, rather strangely, situated between a pub and an off-licence).
“We sat there and listened to all
the talking, all the stories. There
was the guy who knew everything
about football. The woman tackling her problems with wine. The
toughest bloke in the pub, bragging, and the joker.
“It’s all bullshit, they were all
talking bollocks.” He stops. “Sorry,
excuse my language. But do it. Go
to a pub sober and listen to the conversations.
I’m not sorry to leave all that behind.”
NOW, Peter works to help other addicts, from

all walks of life. “Alcohol doesn’t discriminate.
It doesn’t matter whether you live in a mansion or a sleeping bag. It’s a disease. The
amount of times people would say to me, ‘just
stop’. It’s not that easy.’’
One of the worst bits of advice, he says, is to
tell an alcoholic to “just cut down’’.
“Just have half, just drink twice a week.” He
shakes his head. “When you’re an alcoholic,
you can’t have one. You can’t just stop at a few.
Giving an alcoholic advice to cut down is
useless.
“When you’re an alcoholic, it’s always just
one more.
“You can’t live with it, you can’t live without
it.”
So how do you control it?
“You have to form new habits. New friends,
new surroundings. You find that when you
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stop, other drunks fall away anyway.” It is
hard, he says, when you’ve got people trying
to buy drinks for you. “What do you mean,
you don’t drink?’’ they say. “One won’t hurt’.
“I used to say: ‘Because I’m too good at it.’
That was my answer.
“Again, they don’t understand, because they
can stop at one. And I have no animosity
against anyone who enjoys a drink. It’s when it
starts harming people and affecting children
and marriages and partners and work. That’s
when it’s a problem. For me, it was a problem.
“But you have to admit it to yourself before
you can do anything. Alcoholics are very good
at hiding in shadows, because they’re
ashamed. They know it’s wrong, but if they
admit it, it’s like admitting defeat. Who wants
to admit defeat? It’s ego. Kill your ego, you kill
everything.”

Peter is an alcoholic. It’s always there, even
when you’ve not touched a drop for 15 years.
It’ll still be there in 15 years, he says. It never
goes away.
“If I stop thinking I’m an alcoholic that
allows me to think I can have a drink. Just one
drink. And why would I, when all it ever did
was cause chaos and misery and regret? If I had
a drink now that would be 15 years chucked
down the drain.
“I’m not an angel, I’m nothing like perfect,
but I’m trying.
“I make mistakes.” He grins. “But that’s why
pencils have got rubbers on the end, int it?”
PETER hopes his story will help others. That’s

all he wants to do, he says.
The response he’s had from readers of his
books – alongside The 12 Step Warrior he has

two self-help books and his debut novel on the
way – has been positive, he says.
There has been some criticism; people he
has wronged in the past getting in touch. He
doesn’t deny any of it, he says.
“I’ve had letters of support, e-mails, people
on Facebook getting in touch,” he says. “I’ve
also had people contact me to say I was a bully,
that they hated me.
“It happened. I talk about it in the book. But
I’m a different person now. I can’t go back and
change it. I haven’t got a time-machine. You
can only apologise. That’s the way it was but
not what I am now.
“The past has gone. The only thing I can
control is right now. As long as I don’t have a
drink, that’s the biggest achievement of every
day. Anything else is a bonus.”
To Peter’s present, then.
As well as his books, he has written and
directed two short films. He has gained several
martial arts qualifications.
He has walked across the Pyrenees, from
France to Spain, and is planning to return in
March to complete more of the journey, to
raise funds for Macmillan, who cared for his
dad before he died.
He is about to open his own wellness centre
in Loughborough.
Most importantly, he is helping addicts
overcome their problems.
“It’s nice to think that I can help others. I’m
nothing special. This is just my life. But I want
to show people that it is possible to turn things
round.”
He smiles.
“Take Richard Branson. People used to tell
him he was a dreamer. He’d say: ‘Yes I am.’ And
why not? Why shouldn’t you dream? You can
be anything you want to be.”
INFO: Peter is looking for a producer to

work on The 12 Step Warrior film. He will
also be crowd-funding to raise funds to cover
costs.
To get in touch, or for more information,
visit:
https://pskillenblog.wordpress.com

He is completing the Road to Santiago walk
with the help of Loughborough’s Elf Foods,
who are providing his nutrition along the way.
To sponsor Peter, visit:
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https://www.justgiving.com/
Peter-Skillen-The-road-to-Santiago
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