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Vernon Ball, 1944.
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The best of friends: Vernon Ball (left) and Syd Worgan, May 1984.








 



INTRODUCTION


I think that boxing must be born in you. From the age of seven, I used to say ‘Mum, when I become a fighter, I will buy you a house on the Maindy where the elite live.’ The ‘Maindy’ consisted of two streets: Maindy Croft and Maindy Crescent, and was the area in Ton-Pentre where professional people lived.


As a child I can remember my father having to kneel down in front of me, so that I could spar with him. At every opportunity I would fight in school.


At the age of ten, I started boxing with Johnny Jones ‘the Moel’, who was a one-time Valley champion. The gym was held at the Old Band Club, Pentre. Among the notables were: George Williams, Billy Jones (Ducks), Eddie Davies, Tommy Clark, Jackie Williams (Welsh Amateur Champion), Bryn Morris, Ike Lennard, Alquin Williams and many others.


We were three schoolboys at the gym: Fred Vokes, Ken Paddock and myself. Weighing in at 4 ½ stone, I was two-to-three stone lighter than the other boys – both were too strong for me, but that did not deter me. Every Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays we boxed each other, and we did quite a few shows around the Valleys. I boxed in the Old Band Club, Pentre Labour Club, the Treorchy Hotel and the Earl Haig, Treherbert.


I remember one bout in particular with Ken Paddock, where I was having the worst of it. Young Beckett was in my corner and he told me not to fight, but to stick my left hand out when Ken came in. This I promptly did, and it made Ken’s nose bleed.


After three years in the gym, in 1937 I was looking forward to fighting in the Schoolboys Championship at Cardiff. Ken and Fred went to the finals, but Mr Johnny Jones told my father that I was too small and that I would be giving too much weight away. I was very hurt –I would have preferred to have fought and lost – but that was the end of my boxing as a boy. Before I start on my years as a professional boxer, I would like to give you my thoughts:


I was the best. I never lost a fight – the referee’s decision was wrong – and for every fight I lost, I have an excuse.


Vernon Ball


October 2001
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Vernon’s father, Richard Henry Ball (seated right), during the First World War.
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IN THE BEGINNING


I was born the only child of Mabel and Richard Henry Ball, on 27 March 1924, at 1 Smith Street, Gelli, in the Rhondda Valley. Just across the road lived the John family, with boys Phineas, Eddie and Tommy, who were all great fighters in their day. Phineas John was the first Flyweight Champion of Wales to be recognised by the British Boxing Board of Control (BBBC), which was formed in 1929. Locals in the area have told me that my uncle, Manny Chamberlain (my mother’s brother), started the John boys in the fight game.


Uncle Manny once boxed Percy Jones, who was World Flyweight Champion. He also boxed the great Jimmy Driscoll in the Grand Theatre, Pentre. I remember one story my grandfather told me of Jack Scarrott, the famous boxing booth owner. Jack came to our home enquiring after Uncle Manny. ‘I hope he’s fit Jim,’ Jack said, ‘cause I’ve backed my bloody horses on him, to beat Jobe Culverhouse’. As it happened, Uncle Manny knocked out Jobe in the second round, so I guess Jack Scarrott had a profitable night!


My uncle’s career was cut short due to the First World War. He fought in the Battle of the Somme, and lost all his mates there. When I asked him about his experiences he said ‘Vernon, it’s something I want to forget’, and that was all he’d say. Today, I still have a cup that he won at the Old Lamp Room, Pentre, in 1912. I don’t know who he fought in the final to win the cup, but he had boxed through a series of contests, giving him the right to fight in the contest final.


Life in the 1930s must have been hard for my parents, even for those lucky enough to be employed. The wages were so low that it meant that most families were on the breadline.


My greatest love was the fight game, and I started at an early age. When I was ten, my father took me to see Johnny Jones ‘the Moel’. He had a gym in the Old Band Club, Pentre, which was situated under Green’s, the wholesale fruiterer. Johnny had a great knowledge of the fight game. He’d won a belt at the Blackfriars ring. Many people thought it was a Lonsdale Belt, but it wasn’t – it was a belt put up for flyweights. I don’t know how many boxers took part in the contest, but Johnny was the outright winner.


Some of the boxers attending the gym during 1934 were renowned throughout the Rhondda Valley: Charlie Bundy, a light heavyweight who fought the best; George (Watt) Williams, who had over a hundred professional fights, and many other fighters besides. I had the greatest admiration for all the great fighters of the Rhondda. Their techniques were firmly implanted in my mind, and I wanted to be like them. Not necessarily a champion, but to be able to meet the best of them in the ring.




[image: illustration]


Boxers of the 1920s: Clockwise from bottom left: Percy Jones, Walsh, Jack Scarrott, Jim Driscoll, Llew Edwards, Jimmy Wilde.





My training in boxing had started under a great trainer and boxer, Johnny Jones. Johnny lived in a street of houses situated on the side of the mountain in Pentre. This area was called ‘the Moel’, and it was from there Johnny received his nickname. There were three kids in the gym: Ken Paddock, Freddie Vokes and myself. We used to start training at 5 p.m., finishing around 6 p.m. The gym was across the road from St Peter’s Church in Pentre. Johnny used to make us work hard with exercises that involved skipping, shadow boxing and bag-work. When we were shadow boxing, we had to put everything into it. Johnny used to tell us that shadow boxing was the closest simulation to actual boxing, therefore we had to get it right.


Although the lightest of the trio by a good two stone, I still had to ‘box’ them for training. The rounds would be one-and-a-half minutes long, but you’d end up boxing three minutes at a time. Ken and I would be in the ring for one and a half minutes, then I’d swap with Freddie and they would continue, then I’d swap with Ken and it would be my turn to do two consecutive rounds. At the end of the training, Johnny would wipe us down, and ensure that we had stopped perspiring before we dressed. The highlight of the evening was always to stay and watch the older men training and learn from them.


My first fight in front of a crowd was in the gym at the Old Band Club. They were three round no-decision bouts, but we gave our best. When these shows were put on, the hall was usually packed, mostly because one of the men was having a final tryout before a fight. On a night like this, the boxer would box twelve rounds against three different opponents, and any money that was made went towards the upkeep of the gym.


What an experience for us kids! The hall was not that large (especially with a ring in the middle) and was packed full. With most of the men smoking, you were met with a blue haze. The crowd made me very nervous, but I had one good thing going for me – being the smallest of the lads, I always had the crowd on my side. Sometimes they would even throw a few coppers into the ring after the fight.


One show I’ll always remember, was that held in a Rhondda pub called the Treorchy Hotel. The landlord, Mr Williams, had put the show on to commemorate his son, Jack, who had just won the Welsh Amateur Boxing Association (WABA) title. I’m told that Jack was the first Rhondda boy to win it. What made the show memorable for me was the person in my corner. This was none other than ‘Young Becket’ (real name Alquin Williams). That night I boxed Ken Paddock and, as I was nearly two stone lighter, Johnny went in Ken’s corner to try and stop him going full out – but that was easier said than done.


Becket’s instructions to me were ‘try to keep Ken at bay with the left hand, and follow through with the right.’ By the end of the second round Ken’s nose was bleeding, although I was still not having the better of him. In those early days Ken was too strong for me, but at the end of the bout we received a wonderful ovation. Shortly afterwards, the gym at the Old Band Club moved to the Labour Club on top of Pentre hill. I can still remember the steward’s name – Mr Bird – he also kept a fruit business in Gelli.


I always enjoyed the shows that Johnny put on, and although they were no-decision bouts, we learned a great deal. In February of 1937, nearing my thirteenth birthday, the Schoolboys’ Championship of Wales was taking place at Cardiff, and I was looking forward to taking part. A few days before the tournament, Johnny approached my father, telling him that he would not let me fight. His reason was that if I’d fought, I would be meeting boys much heavier than me. Ken reached the finals in the competition and Freddie made it through to the semi-finals, which was an excellent performance in those days. I gave up boxing for a while then, but the will to be a boxer never left me.


It would be four years before I would again take an active part in boxing. Like so many children of my age and younger, we were quickly initiated into the adult world. The only work around in those days was in the coalmines, and parents who needed the money were forced to leave their children go down the pits to work by the age of fourteen.


It was on Thursday 31 March 1938, and at the age of fourteen years and three days, that I started work in the Bute Colliery, Treherbert (the real name of the pit was The Lady Margaret). We worked six days a week for nineteen shillings and six pence, with one shilling stoppages, leaving a grand total of eighteen shillings and sixpence.


Working in the mines was a real education. No other industry could match the comradeship that existed in there. The manager of the colliery was Mr Evan Pomeroy, an old school friend of my father’s. My father impressed on me that I must address him as ‘Sir’, or ‘Mr Pomeroy’. My first day down the mine was a wonderful experience. After seeing the manager, I was taken to the top of the pit and told to accompany this man, whose name was Steve Harris.


Steve must have been six feet tall. He certainly looked huge to me, being as small as I was. I was taken to the seam they called ‘the seven foot’, which was about twenty minutes walk from the base of the mine shaft. My first job was on the box end of the conveyor. There were about twelve or fourteen men on the conveyor. I was working with Steve, who collected my wages from the office and paid me.


There were a few Gelli men working there, Stan Seymour and Ben Candy, Dai ‘Bwlch’, who they say was a rugby player, and Stan Harris, who later became a fireman in the Dare Colliery. Besides Steve, there was another man I looked up to, and that was Len Colwill. It was said that Len was a good fighter, and was ‘not afraid of anything on two legs’ – that made him ten foot tall in my eyes.


There was just one seam in the seven foot district and, being the only boy there, all of the miners seemed to take an interest in my welfare. The first week was very boring. All I had to do was keep the box end clean. Where the men were throwing the coal onto the belts, some of the coal would fall onto the bottom belt and be returned to the box end, My job was to throw it back onto the top belt.


Steve was one of the best workers in the pit, and always cleared his ‘stent’ first. (The coal face along the conveyor was broken down into areas called ‘stents’. A stent was typically six yards by four feet six inches in area. Each stent was marked out by white chalk or paint and became the responsibility of the collier assigned to it. Once that area of coal was cleared, the conveyor would be moved forward into the next bay, and new stents marked out.) Steve would then help the other colliers clear their stents, thereby making a bit more money for himself. He had shown me how to ‘pull coal’, and clean as much as I could inside the liners, giving him more room to start when the conveyor shifted. Steve would give me two shillings and sixpence, (or five shillings some weeks), on top of my pay – this was called ‘trumps’.




[image: illustration]


Manny Chamberlain, Vernon’s uncle, in the 1930s.





After leaving school and starting in the mines, one of my favourite places to visit was Ton Boys’ Club. The club boasted one of the best basketball teams in Wales. They had the honour of playing an American team up in London, and did themselves proud. I can’t remember the names of all the team, but two players in particular stand out in my mind: Ray Hamer (a second cousin to me), and Garfield Cadogan. Besides being great basketball players, they both excelled at soccer, and played in the Welsh League.


There was always something going on at the club, and this night it was boxing. Although I had spent three years in the gym with Mr Johnny Jones, learning quite a bit about the game, I did not have the physical build to match my confidence. So that evening I boxed, giving quite a few stone away to a lad who had been in the same class as me at school, Tommy Howells, and I was not having a good time of it. Then, into the club came Dave Wynne, who stopped the fight straight away. Mr Wynne had boxed in the army, and he said to Tommy: ‘why don’t you pick on someone your own size, and try me’. Tommy said ‘ok’, and off they both went. Mr Wynne proceeded to give Tommy a boxing lesson. Mr Wynne had two sons, Tony and John, who also boxed, and both of them are still making names for themselves in the boxing world. Tony is on the Amateur Boxing Board, and a top-class referee.


Over the years, Dave Wynne and I became good friends, and he is still an active man, despite being in his eighties.
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Ton Infants School, 1931. Vernon is far right, middle row, aged seven.





After a period of a year, I left the Bute and started work in the Fernhill Colliery – I found the work very hard. It was stall and heading work, and the seam was two foot nine inches high. You had to fill the trams with ‘curling’ boxes, pulling the coal into the box with your hands and then tipping it into the tram. As I was so small, my friend, Les Jones, cut timbers to make steps for me, so that I was able to reach the tram.


I never worked with finer people than those at Fernhill Colliery. The men there always insist that they reared me, and I was proud to be a part of their community. In every colliery or locality, you had your hard men, renowned for being fighters or sportsmen, and Fernhill had its share. The most noted were Charles Haywood, Ted Edwards, and Haydn and Phil Rees. The last two were brothers who were afraid of no one, and who would never back down from a challenge.


I worked with Les Jones until 1941, when France collapsed during the Second World War. The district I worked in was closed down, and I was put on the dole. You can’t imagine something like that happening during wartime. Luckily for me, the war effort needed the coal, so I was only out of work for a week, and was able to return to work at Fernhill Colliery.


I was seventeen, and I still yearned to be a fighter. My weight had now increased to 7st 10lb, and a lad called Roger who lived near by (to whom I was giving away a stone in weight), challenged me to a bare-knuckle fight during the week I was off work. It was to be on a Monday morning at eleven, down by the river.


With the district being closed down, a good crowd gathered to see the fight. Some were sitting on the river wall, others lined up on the riverside to watch. A right hand from me put Roger down, after which he got up and said that he had to go to the toilet! When he came back we started again, and a left and right combination knocked him down again – that ended the battle. That short fight was a turning point in my life – I decided that I had to fight again.


I went to see my Uncle Manny, who had fought in the square ring, knocking out Jobe Culverhouse. My uncle had also boxed an exhibition bout with the great Jim Driscoll. He looked at me and told me I was too frail, but that did not deter me. I went to Mr Johnny Jones, and he also told me I was still too small.


Then, a pal of mine, Eric Nutt, told me he had started boxing in Cwmparc with an old time trainer called Ned Edwards. I joined immediately, and met Ned, who was in his seventies. What a grand old gentleman he was – he loved boxing and taught us how to use the left hand.


I wanted to hit my opponents and knock them out, but being a novice I used my right hand. Ned used to say: ‘Vernon, if you don’t use your left, I will tie your right behind your back’. My relationship with Ned is something that I will never forget. I was a favourite with him, and he used to tell people that I was so quiet that ‘if you don’t see him, you won’t hear him’. He was like a father to me. Over the next six months I boxed in shows, clubs, pubs and exhibition bouts to help raise money for the War Widows’ Fund.


Starting back at Fernhill colliery, my new job was hard, but it was not like the work I had been doing in the stall or on the heading. We had a two-mile walk underground to get to our point of work, and there were five boys on the conveyor in all: Dai Morgan (whose two brothers became professional fighters); Jimmy Marsh; Reggie Curle (who, although short in stature, was a marvellous goalkeeper); and ‘John L’, whose real name was Edward Royston Edwards. The men that we boys worked with were the ‘salt of the earth’: Dai Vaughan (who I worked with); Bryn Cook; George Pearce; Joe Perkins; and one of my favourites, Caleb Morgan.
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Freddy Welsh, Lightweight Champion of the World, 1920s.





I was getting frustrated. Time was passing and I had still not had any professional fights. Then I was asked to fight Frankie Pearce in a four-round exhibition bout at the Earl Haig Club, Treherbert. This was to take place on 4 June 1942. I weighed about 7st 10lb, and Frankie about four or five pounds lighter – he was a natural flyweight.


As Frankie was fighting on Saturday, this was to be his final tryout. There was quite a good crowd of spectators, not surprisingly as Frankie, by the age of thirty, had met some of the best fighters in Wales, and invariably giving weight away.


As a young eighteen year old, I carried the fight to Frankie, who had his hands full in keeping me at bay. I was quite proud of myself that night, as I thought I had put up a good show. Although Frankie was a professional and eight to ten years older, he was unable to contain my youth and strength. I damaged his eye during the fight, which caused him to pull out of a fight he had lined up for Saturday in Newport. I was sorry to have been the cause of Frankie having to cancel his next fight, but when they asked me to take his place, I was over the moon to have an opportunity for my first professional contest!


So, my first licensed professional fight, took place at the Little Theatre, Newport on 6 June 1942. At the time I was working six days a week in the pit, and the face that I worked on was over two miles underground. I had obtained a note from Jack Davies (the under-manager of the colliery) enabling me to leave the pit face at noon, giving me time to be on the surface of the pit by 1p.m.


That evening, I weighed in at 6.30 p.m., signed the professional boxing forms, and paid five shillings for a licence. My first registered professional fight was to be against the Air Training Corps Champion of Great Britain, Ivor ‘Tich’ Gravell from Nantyglo.


It was certainly a night to remember. As I entered the hall already gloved up, it was announced that Freddie Mills had just knocked out Len Harvey in the first round of the British Light-Heavy Weight Championships. What a great cheer there was!


I was under the eight stone limit and Ivor was a bantamweight. It was to be a six-round contest. Under Ned Edward’s instructions (‘lead first, and keep your left hand working’), I was doing really well. I even dropped him in the fourth round, but then, getting a little cocky, I carried the fight to him. Well, I certainly lost the next two rounds – I walked into a straight right hand which resulted in a broken nose and two black eyes. I lost the fight on points.


Ned told me that I was robbed, as I had won the first four rounds with my left hand punches. For that fight I received the grand sum of one pound. Looking back at the fight, Ivor Gravell was too experienced for me. Eight months later found Ivor topping the bill at Liverpool, fighting Joe Curran, the World Flyweight contender.
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Freddie Mills, fighting while in the RAF, 1941.





I returned home, not feeling the least despondent, as everyone told me I had won. When I arrived home, I got plenty of ribbing from the locals, with my nose swollen and my eyes blacked. My mother wanted to know what had happened to me, and she said they had spoilt my good looks. I was a member of Bronllwyn Youth Movement at the time, and when I went along to the meeting on the Monday following the fight, I remembered one girl’s comments inn particular. Eirwen Mantle took one look at me and said, ‘Vernon, I always thought that you were the best looking boy in the Rhondda, but now you’re the ugliest’.


I returned to the gym on Wednesday looking every bit like a pugilist, with my eyes still discoloured, and my nose a little out of shape and very tender. The slightest tap on it would be very painful. I suppose I should have visited the doctor, but in those days the only time you saw a doctor was if you couldn’t go to work. Now learning the trade really began.


The star boxer in the gym at the time was Billy Jones ‘Ducks’, one of the top welterweights in the country. Billy always used six ounce gloves, even against lighter weight boxers. People used to tell my father that I would end up punch drunk if I stayed with Billy. Billy and I used to spar three times a week: Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Billy would make me shoot punches at him, and all the while Ned would be telling me to use footwork.


Billy’s main punch was a left hook to the body or head. Most of his fights had been won on points. He was never a hard puncher, but he had the ability to make his opponents miss by weaving and bobbing, and he had the heart of a lion. With a record of over one hundred fights, Billy was never knocked out.


We never used headgear, and invariably wore six ounce gloves. Every time we boxed in the gym, we would use the small gloves. We knew that we were going to get hurt, so we learned the hard way, and I loved every minute of it.


Over the next few months I trained hard. During that time I fought another boy, Bryn Collins of Nantyglo, at the Little Theatre, Newport. I left the colliery at noon on Saturday, and travelled to Newport in time to weigh-in at the ringside. We both weighed around eight stone. The referee’s decision on the fight was that it was a draw, but Ned maintained that I had won the fight with better left-hand work.


My first fight of 1943 was against Ken Rose, a local boy of about nine stone in weight. I had developed a little more and reached the bantamweight class. The fight took place in Carmarthen and was in aid of the troops – we received expenses. It was a fight I could have lost. Ned was in my corner, and he stopped me from using my right hand so that I wouldn’t hurt Ken, both being from the same gym.


After four rounds I was behind on points. In the fifth round, I tore in two handed and had my opponent in trouble, without trying to knock him out. I hated losing and I would never have lived it down if I had lost. We fought for six rounds, and I won the decision on points.


On 21 May 1943, I was matched with another local boy, Alby Davies of Treherbert. Alby was a good bantamweight who had boxed exhibitions against Norman Lewis – at the time Norman was Bantamweight Champion and contender for the World Flyweight Crown.
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Alby Davies in the 1940s.





The fight with Alby Davies took place at the Workmen’s Hall, Ferndale, a six round Bantamweight contest. The weigh-in was ringside, so I worked a full shift and took no time off. The doctor examined me, and refused to pass me fit. It was a disaster for me. I knew that I could beat him as we had boxed a few rounds together. The doctor maintained that my heart was beating irregularly, and also that I could drop dead if I entered the ring to fight. He stated that he would not be responsible for me if I did so.


Against the doctor’s orders, I fought that night and lost on points. Upset, I went home and told my father what had happened. He wanted to prosecute the doctor for letting me fight, but I told him that it was my decision to fight.


The following morning, I visited a local doctor. He told me that I was a very lucky boy, as I could have been killed in the ring. He advised me to take time off from work, but with my father losing so much time through illness, we could not afford for me to stay at home.


For the next month I worked, labouring underground, (a so-called ‘light’ job), until I recovered from my heart condition. After a month’s rest with my ‘light’ job, I was ready to fight again. My opponent was Tommy Gwyllym of Argoed, and the fight was to be held in Tredegar. I put Tommy down in the early rounds, and had a comfortable points win.
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Boxers at the Royal British Legion in Cwmparc, 1943. From left to right, back row: Albert Davies, Gordon Wrigley. Middle row: Ned Edwards (trainer), Bryn Edwards, Cliff Cosway, Billy Jones (‘Ducks’), Les Phillips, Jack Phillips, Ken Rose. Seated: Jack Foxhall (assistant trainer), Frank Curtis (club steward, Royal British Legion, Cwmparc).





After more exhibition bouts with Ken Rose, Bert Hughes and Micky Smith, I was matched with Micky Smith over eight three-minute rounds at Barnstaple, at the bantamweight limit. Micky was very clever – he weaved and bobbed, and counter-punched effectively, but lacked a decent punch. I dropped Micky in the early rounds, and won the fight on points.


Two other lads who travelled to Barnstaple to fight were Alby Davies and Les Phillips. They had one shilling and six pence between them, and after having lunch in Taunton where we had to change trains, they came out from the restaurant feeling thirsty. At the roadside was a van with large milk cans with taps. Alby and Les turned the taps on and started to drink the milk. The owner came out running and shouting, and the lads had to flee, leaving the taps running. Looking back it was irresponsible, but at the time they thought it was funny.


My next fight was on 3 July 1943, a ten-round contest against Ron Bishop, ex-Flyweight Champion of Wales. When I arrived at the weigh-in (ringside), I found that my opponent had been substituted. The replacement, Joe Josephs of Cardiff, was a very experienced fighter, and weighed a few pounds more than me.


The orders from my corner were to box him, and keep the fight at long range. Under Ned’s instructions, I used my left hand to good effect, and kept Joe at bay for six rounds. Ned said that I was in front at the end of that period. Billy Jones, who was in my corner with Ned, told me to go in and fight, as I had him beat. I followed Billy’s instructions and lost the four remaining rounds and also the decision on points. To lose to Joe was no disgrace, as I had learned quite a lot.


On 17 July I met Micky Smith in a four-round exhibition bout at Gilfach Goch, and two days later I met Billy Jones in another exhibition bout. There was a lot of ‘needle’ between Micky and I. He did not agree with the points verdict that I held over him, so it was no surprise when we were re-matched over ten three-minute rounds at the Pentre Barracks on 22 July. This time I made no mistake, and knocked out Micky in the fifth round.


On 5 August I was matched against Jimmy Williams of Hengoed, at Tredegar. It was an open-air fight, during which there was a thunderstorm. As the fight continued, sawdust had to be put in the ring to stop us slipping. My father hired a car (costing him £3) to take my mother and himself to the fight. What a day! When my father saw Jimmy at the weigh-in, it put him on edge – he looked a lot bigger than I did, and was well muscled. The fight was over eight three-minute rounds, and Jimmy liked to fight, which suited me.


The first four rounds were about even. Then in the fifth, I hit Jimmy with two punches, a left and a right and I won on a knockout. As Jimmy went down, my father shouted ‘he’s out!’, and my mother fainted, thinking that it was I who had been knocked out. We had a good laugh that day I can assure you. For that fight, I received a purse of £5.
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