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            Chapter 1

            The Neilstown Boy

         

         There are two things I get slagged about when I’m talking to people or just walking around. The first is a fella called Kiko. I’ll talk about him later. The second is where I’m from. When I tell people I’m from Neilstown, they usually say, ‘Oh, where’s my wallet?’ or, ‘I’m glad I left the car at home tonight!’ If you believed everything you heard, or read in the papers, you’d think the place where I grew up was a war zone, a dangerous, horrible place to live.

         Actually, it was quite the opposite. I always loved the place, and I still do. Most people who have grown up there feel exactly the same way. Neilstown moulded me. It made me who I am today. I probably spend as much time there now as I ever did. 

         My parents moved to Neilstown in 1978, when my older brother, William, was two. I was born there, on 6 February 1980, and our house on Neilstown Avenue would be my home for the next twenty-one years. Next door lived the Jennings family, and Paddy, who was born two months before me, became my best mate from when we were tiny. He still is today, though we don’t get to see each other as often as we used to.

         Neilstown has always been one of those places where neighbours were actually neighbours. They cared about each other, and looked out for each other. When someone needed a hand with anything, the neighbours would all pitch in. In much of the world, we seem to have moved away from that sort of spirit, towards a more closed-off life. I like the Neilstown way, with great neighbours who you can depend on.

         Growing up was pretty different back then to how it is now. We didn’t have all of the amazing technology that children have now. We had a football and a few marbles, and in September we had conkers. Ah, good old conkers! You would sit them in the freezer for a couple of days, trying to harden them up, to make them as strong and unbreakable as possible, before bringing them out to battle. The thing about playing conkers was, it was as dangerous for your knuckles as it was for the conkers! Not the ideal pastime to have if you were hoping to become a world boxing champion …

         Myself and Paddy Jennings, or Redser as he was usually known, were like Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Where you saw one, you would always see the other. We were always up to something, but never really anything too bad. We never hurt anyone – well, apart from ourselves, that is.

         One day, as we were out and about, looking for something to do, we spotted a man tying his horse and cart up to a tree at the back of our houses. Now, being the bright sparks that we were, we decided that we would become horse rustlers and take a free ride on the poor animal. Looking around to check that no one was watching, Paddy leaped up onto the cart, while I untied the horse. Just as Paddy gave it the first ‘Yup!’, your man who owned the horse appeared, back from the shops. 

         ‘Here, you two little gurriers!’ he roared at us.

         ‘Jaysus, Paddy, wait for me,’ I said. ‘Give me a hand up before we get caught.’

         Little did I know, the rope that had been around the tree, keeping the horse where the man had left it, was caught around my foot. As we were making our getaway, it tripped me up, and I fell flat on my back in front of the horse. The beast was kind enough to jump over me rather than trample on me, but unfortunately the cart was not as thoughtful. The two wheels of one side of it rumbled straight over my legs, and I let out a yelp. Paddy jumped off, and ran to get Mammy Dunne. That was the end of our horse-rustling days, as well as the end of me being able to walk for a couple of weeks.

         Now, speaking of bright sparks: Myself and Redser were out collecting bees in jam jars one fine day, and we wandered down a lane around the corner from our houses. It had big bushes in it, and we reckoned we could capture a couple of big bumblers or red-arses in there. As we were hunting our prey, I heard a loud buzzing sound coming from a pole in the lane. The cover was off it, so I went for a nose around. I couldn’t see anything inside, but it was making one hell of a buzzing sound. I called Redser over, thinking we’d hit the bee jackpot. Redser watched, while I stuck my hand in, expecting to catch the mother lode of bees.

         In that moment, Bernard Dunne was in serious danger of being no more. The buzzing sound that we were hearing wasn’t a huge swarm of bees. It was live wires in the electricity pole making the noise. Grabbing them wasn’t the greatest moment of my life. I got an electric shock that nearly threw me out of my shoes.

         Once again, Redser dashed over to my house, yelling for Mammy Dunne. She ran around, to find me stretched out on the ground. The ambulance was called and off I went, not for the first time, to Our Lady’s Hospital. In fact, at this stage, the hospital staff must have been wondering if anyone was ever watching what I was at – I had been in when I was very young and I fell and fractured my skull; then there was the horse-and-cart incident; then, to top things off, another time I had been bouncing on the bed and fell off, hitting the corner of the wall and cracking my forehead. There was blood everywhere that time. By now, my folks were on first-name terms with the doctors and nurses!

         Anyway, on this occasion when we got to the hospital, the doctor told my parents how lucky I was to be alive. Apparently, if it had been raining, or if I hadn’t been wearing my cheap, ninja-like pump runners, I could have been a goner. No more little Bernard! But thankfully it wasn’t, and I was, and so I am still here. After an examination and a couple of tests, I was left in the care of a junior doctor. The skin on my hands had become a little melted and soft, so he wrapped them up carefully in long bandages. We thanked him for all his help, and off we went home.

         A couple of days later, we had to return to the hospital for a check-up, and to get the bandages removed from my hands. The melted skin I told you about? Well, when that fantastic junior doctor bandaged my hands, he should have bandaged my fingers separately. Instead he bandaged them all together as one, and the skin became webbed together between my fingers. I was now like Donald bloody Duck! After the new doctor sliced the skin to separate my fingers, I could have given our old helpful friend a dig, but I had to sit and get bandaged all over again.

         Those little scraps and scrapes are all part of growing up, I suppose. And all of these little accidents cannot ruin my fond memories of Neilstown. It was, is and always will be my home. Even when I was travelling all over the world, I couldn’t wait to get home to my friends and family. Great people. The homecoming parties they would have when I came back with a medal! Food, drink and music, and the whole street would be involved. It was fantastic.

         When I turned professional and left for America, I always kept in touch. A couple of the gang from the street even came over to watch me fight in Las Vegas. The Neilstown crowd on tour, waving flags and singing songs. They were great support, though maybe not the greatest of singers! And even when the dark days came, and they did come, the Neilstown people always stood by me. I will never forget their support, and when and if I can ever repay it, I will. They don’t build too many neighbourhoods like that anymore.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            Why Boxing?

         

         According to the Oxford Dictionary, boxing is ‘the sport or practice of fighting with the fists, especially with padded gloves in a roped square ring’.

         What this doesn’t mention is the focus that boxing demands, the mental strength needed to push yourself to the limits. Being hit in the face isn’t something that you grow to enjoy, but it’s certainly something you grow to accept. It’s funny, but it’s something that I actually miss about my sport. It makes you feel alive.

         When you step into a boxing ring, whether as an eleven-year-old going in to his first fight or a thirty-year-old getting ready to compete for a world title, you experience the same feelings. That tingle in your belly. A mix of nerves, excitement and even a little fear. But then, when that first punch lands upon you and you feel the crack of leather against your skin, you quickly forget about that tingle and a razor-sharp focus takes over.

         It is like nothing else matters, nothing except that person who is standing in front of you, trying to land that winning blow. I have often thought, why would someone put themselves through this? Now that I am on the outside, looking in, I know why. Nothing else can give you that absolute clarity, that feeling of being alive, truly alive. The laser-like focus on just exactly now – not thinking about the bad day you had yesterday, or the homework that you don’t have done for tomorrow – that feeling is amazing.

         Boxing for me was a natural – or more than that, an inevitable – road for me to travel. With my Dad coaching my two older brothers, and having been a boxer himself, it was a choice of either boxing or move to another family. Luckily, I discovered that I really liked the sport. I also discovered a natural ability that probably surprised most people who saw me – this little, cheeky-looking kid who you could barely see behind the gloves and headguard once they were on.

         Inside that boxing ring, once the bell went, that little angelic-looking kid would change into something fearsome. ‘Jaysus, Brendan, where did you find him?’ my Dad would be asked when they saw the devastation I would wreak on my opponent.

         Neilstown Avenue had plenty of kids around the same age. There were the five Jennings boys, three Drumms, two Kellys, two Baileys, the Dunne clan and plenty of others. It was a fairly new estate, filling up mostly with people moving out from the inner city. Like most young boys growing up there, I very quickly learned how to look after myself.

         With so many young lads living on the road, there was always something to do. Rain, hail, sleet or snow, we would always be outside, getting stuck into a game of poles, heads and volleys or knockout. We would start a friendly game of football, but inevitably, someone would question a goal, or accuse someone of a foul, or someone just wanted to moan because they were being beaten. Remember, we had no goal-line technology back then. Then there would be some name-calling and pushing, and then a couple of punches if someone was really in a bad mood. I was generally off-limits. Not because I was tiny, but because my two older brothers, both of whom were boxers, were always around.

         William and Edward were my protectors. William is the eldest, five years older than me. Then comes Eddie, who is not my biological brother but my cousin. His parents both died when he was young. We all played together, so if you messed with one, you messed with us all. This gave me the confidence to go in for the tackle, to go for the big shot at goal – more confidence than I should have had, as I knew my brothers would have my back. When they got older, they eventually got fed up with me tagging along with them everywhere they went, but for now, they enjoyed it as much as I did.

         Sport was a big part of life in Neilstown, especially on the Avenue. Neilstown Rangers was a big football club, and Neilstown Boxing Club was about 300 metres from my house. It was only a short stroll away from my house, so you might be surprised to know that I never ventured through its doors. No, I would box for CIE Boxing Club in Inchicore. And so would nearly every male who grew up on the Avenue.

         You see, my Dad, Brendan Dunne, an Olympic boxer in his day, was coaching in CIE, and he brought all the boys down with him. With Clondalkin growing so quickly, and with plenty of young lads running around, my Dad knew that he had the perfect environment for breeding boxers. There wasn’t much to do in the area, very little in the way of activities or facilities to keep young people occupied, so there was also a real danger of young guys and gals being led astray through sheer boredom.

         But my Dad always knew that boxing is much more than just a way to fill your time. It develops self-confidence – not that the cocky young Dunne needed much more! For me, boxing was so much more than just an opportunity to terrorise kids who jumped into the ring with me. When you train as a boxer, you know that you are able to defend yourself. And in learning the discipline of following instructions in the gym, you also learn that you can complete tasks all by yourself.

         When I was growing up, boxing was popular mostly in working-class or disadvantaged areas. Through boxing, young kids in these areas learned that focus, hard work and dedication can lead to success. And it gave these kids, with their limitless energy, a chance to release that energy in a safe environment, while keeping out of trouble.

         Growing up in boxing provided me, and every young athlete who walked into our gym, with positive role models. Here were guys who had been there and done it before we did, guys who would sit down and talk to us about their experiences. They would tell us how boxing had given them the chance to travel abroad, when for most people in those days, the nearest they would get to going away on holiday would be a trip to Butlin’s for a weekend.

         This focus and discipline, and learning to follow the instructions of the coaches, didn’t only benefit us in the gym. It also helped most of us with our school work. It taught us how to listen, and how to complete tasks that had been set for us. The hard work that we would put into our boxing was mirrored in our school work, as our coaches would link the two together – bad reports in school would lead to no training. Peter Perry and my Dad, the CIE Club’s two main coaches, said they wanted boxers who could ‘think inside the ring’. ‘Boxing is not just about the big guy wins,’ they would tell us. It was about being able to ‘outsmart your opponent’. Being a bit of a shortarse myself, definitely not the big guy, I was always quite pleased to hear things like this from the coaches.

         Many parents don’t encourage their children to try boxing, imagining that it’s just like getting into a fight in the street. But there is so much more to boxing than just swinging your fists and hoping that you hit your opponent more than they hit you. Boxing teaches many powerful life lessons, like how to deal with defeat, the importance of respecting others and respecting yourself, and ultimately that without hard work you will not get to where you want to go. 

         In neighbourhoods like Neilstown, boxing also had a huge social purpose. It gave kids like myself, full of energy and mischief, an outlet for that energy and a direction and focus in life.

         When I was growing up, all of the boys from the Avenue participated at some point in CIE. Every one of those young boys grew up to be successful in their adult life – whether in terms of a career, a good family life with kids or becoming champion of the world. They all grew into fine people. Now, I am not saying that boxing was the only factor that made those kids develop as they did. But growing up where we grew up, it surely helped. All sports can have this effect, but where I grew up, we did not have a huge choice of sports to pick from.

         I have had many friends who were not as fortunate as us. Some got involved in crime and drugs, and some of these unfortunately are not with us anymore, while others have been locked up. Some found their way out of it eventually, and have been able to move on.

         Sport has fantastic power to create change. Once you realise that it is not just about winning or picking up a trophy, you can have so much fun and learn so much about yourself and about life. Sport can help to give kids direction, and teach them new skills – how to focus, how to work as an individual and as part of a team. It also teaches the hard lessons – that sometimes setbacks happen, sometimes things just don’t work out. It was a big part of what kept all the boys from the Avenue out of trouble.

         Getting involved in sport from a young age, whether team sports or individual sports like boxing, encourages good habits that remain with you for life. It can surely also help with the obesity crisis that now faces the world. When you look at all of the values and skills that sport can teach children, it makes you wonder why we don’t focus more on this type of education in schools, rather than just all the academic work.

      



OEBPS/9781788491105_cover_epub.jpg
BERNARD
DUNNE

CHAMPION OF THE WORLD






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
@
D
THE O'BRIEN PRESS
SURTIN





