
you’re an alcoholic or a drug addict.
It’s quite a scary time when you have
that realisation and it just gets worse
if you don’t address it.
“The biggest killer is that people

can’t find the strength to admit they
have a problem. That happens for a
number of reasons, such as denial or
shame. The addiction inside didn’t
want to let me go either and I came
up with any excuse to hold on to it.
That held me back.
“It’s a powerful disease and it’s so

hard for people to recover. It can take
you to some extremely dark places. I
count myself very lucky.”
It was hard work, not luck, that has

helped him recover. He has been
supported by the Professional Jockeys
Association (PJA) and Sporting
Chance, a mental health charity, and
regularly attends AAmeetings.
“I’ve learned more about myself in

the last two years than the rest of my
life combined,” says Dawson. “I’ve got
clarity and there are no excuses
anymore. I put my heart and soul into
those meetings.
“It wasn’t easy at the start. I knew I

his friends at 15, and it quickly
became a destructive habit. A year
later he left school to start a full-time
job with Charles O’Brien.
“It felt harmless and innocent but it

became a problem before I knew it
and I started to get into trouble,” says
Dawson. “I lost my head altogether
when I turned 18 and it turned into
more of an addiction.
“Alcohol was a numbing agent.

When I started drinking at a young
age it didn’t help my mental
development and I started using it to
deal with problems, to make me feel
better or forget a mistake.
“The only way I knew how to make

myself not feel bad was to go on the
piss for a few days, and that carried
on into my riding career. Addiction
can take anything that’s good in your
life and ruin it.
“Alcohol was the only thing on my

mind and nothing else seemed to
matter. I was suffering with my
mental health and got to the stage
where I was obsessed with finding my
next drink. It’s difficult to cope with
when you’re at rock bottom and have
nothing else.”
The jockey rode a handful of

winners for O’Brien but his career
was put on hold when he tested
positive for a banned substance at
Naas in 2012. He was handed a two-
year ban, with 15 months suspended.
“I became a different person when I

drank,” adds Dawson. “I knew if I had
a drink I’d likely use drugs too. When
alcohol was on my brain it didn’t
matter that I had racing the next day.
I didn’t care about the consequences.
It changed mymindset and I didn’t
want to stop.”
Dawson was caught in a vicious

cycle. Every time he tried to build a
life for himself, his alcohol
dependency brought it crashing
down. At 21, he reached his lowest
point with no job and nowhere to live.
“My addiction kept taking

everything away,” says Dawson. “I
ended up without a job and was
basically homeless. I was living in my
car and sleeping at other people’s
houses. Things were rough at home.
“My mum never wanted to stop me

living in the house but she did what
she had to do and changed the locks

R
AY DAWSON was sitting
in a police cell when he
came to a realisation. The
jockey could not
remember how he got

there but was told he had crashed his
car while under the influence of
alcohol. It was then that he finally
decided to ask for help in his battle
with addiction.
Dawson spent years struggling with

alcoholism and substance abuse
before making that life-saving
decision 17 months ago. He has been
sober ever since but knows things
could have turned out differently.
“I was drinking quite heavily in the

house and I blacked out,” says
Dawson, who has developed a new-
found clarity on his difficult past.
“I don’t remember much but I

woke up in a cell, which has
happened a number of times, and
was informed I had crashed my car. I
really thought I might have killed
somebody and it was unbelievably
scary.
“I was in a lot of trouble but I felt a

sense of relief. I knew it was going to
be the beginning of me turning my
life around. Something clicked. I got
out two days later and went to my first
AA meeting. I’d just had enough of
that life and things have been better
since.”
That is an understatement. The

27-year-old has seized his second
chance and his stock continues to rise
after big wins at the Ebor festival and
aboard Ataser and Tranchee at last
week’s St Leger meeting.
Yet his promising career almost

ended before it started. There were
times when he thought he might
never ride again after failing to hold
down jobs in Britain and his native
Ireland alongside his addiction.
Dawson’s relationship with alcohol

began when he started drinking with

‘When alcohol
was on my
brain it didn’t
matter that I
had racing
the next day’

had a lot of work to do to get my life
and career back on track. It’s been
almost a year and a half and my life is
so different. I don’t have the stress of
alcohol and drugs rattling away in the
background trying to destroy
everything.
“Recovery is top of the to-do list

every day. You have to always do your
best to be a good person and not let
the negative emotions take you down
that road again. You can’t take your
eye off the ball.”
Luckily for him, Dawson has a

support network in place to ensure
that never happens, including his
mother Paula and fiancee Abbie.
“It must have been difficult for

Mumwhen she didn’t want me in the
house, but it was tough love and I
don’t know where I’d be without her,”
adds Dawson. “She’s one of the
strongest people I know.
“The same goes for my fiancee

Abbie. She’s been through a lot of
tough times but stuck by me. I’m
definitely not the only one who
suffered and it would have been
much harder if they had walked
away.”
Few would have enjoyed Dawson’s

recent success as much as them and
it serves an important purpose for the
jockey, who is hoping to use his
platform to reach out to others who
may be struggling.

T
HIS is a role he takes
seriously. He has
discussed his experiences
in a powerful video with
fellow jockey Kieran

Shoemark, and in a post-race
interview with ITV last week he urged
others to ask for help.
“If I was watching TV a few years

ago and I saw someone around my
age saying that, it might have stopped
me drinking earlier,” says Dawson,
who rides out for trainers Roger
Varian and Robert Cowell.
“Things have gone a lot better and

quicker than I thought since I started
riding again last August. It’s a bit
surreal. I can’t put it into words but
sometimes I’m driving down the road
and it hits me.
“Addiction is still not spoken about

enough. Some people bury their head
in the sand and don’t talk about it.
The more people open up, the more
likely others will too and save
themselves heartache.
“My advice for others is not to be

scared and to trust people, especially
in racing. They may worry they’ll lose
their jobs but I can vouch for the fact
that when you speak to the right
people at organisations like the PJA
it’s confidential. You should have faith
and trust in them.”
Confidential support and counselling
helplines are available 24 hours a day
via the Professional Jockeys
Association (07780 008877) and
Racing Welfare (0800 6300 443)

on the door. It was a sad time for us
but that’s what alcohol does, it pushes
people away.

“I was basically waiting to die – I
had given up. I would lay in bed and
hope I had a heart attack or
something like that. That’s the
mindset when you’re in the depths of
addiction. I wouldn’t want to think
about where I’d be if I hadn’t asked
for help two years ago.”
Dawson moved to Britain at 22 in

an attempt to restart his career, but
the dark cloud still hung over him
and he could not see a way out.
“You don’t know you have an

addiction until you’re in the depths of
it and it’s hard to turn back,” says
Dawson. “You don’t want to accept

INTERVIEW

RAY DAWSON
The in-form jockey
speaks to Jonathan
Harding about his
recovery

‘You don’t know you
have an addiction
until you’re in the
depths of it and it’s
hard to turn back’

Ray Dawson: in great form on the
track – including winners at the Ebor
and St Leger meetings – after turning
his life around
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