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To Emily, Ronie, Mason, Tillia and Jenny

























‘Pity me not for my disabled state,


Nor think of me as less than what I wish to be,


My heart is beating now, at any rate,


And is a working part of who is me.’


Rachel Tyson

























FOREWORD BY


SEBASTIAN COE





London 2012 provided so many extraordinary moments and created so many heroes that it is almost invidious to focus on any individual athletes or their achievements. But David Weir’s four gold medals must surely stand out as one of the outstanding performances in a truly astonishing summer.


There are many cherished memories I take with me from London and they will not dim with time. One of them is the wall of sound in the Olympic Stadium when David hit the home straight in the 5,000m. That was as loud as anything I heard during the Olympic Games or any other sporting event I have been to.


And I was there on the Mall when he powered his way to that fourth victory in the marathon. As a former middle-distance runner I marvelled at his physical ability to win over such a range of distances, and at the accompanying mental strength. To win the 800m, 1,500m, 5,000m and the marathon is pretty exceptional. But to do it in front of your home crowd in a home Games when the whole of the country is watching you and expecting you to deliver – well, that is unique.


I’ve sat with David after moments in his career when, by his own assessment, he has underperformed. It is to his eternal credit and the admiration of his peers that he has always regrouped and bounced back – but then David has the natural instinct of a winner, an ability to turn it on when it really counts. It is this quality that separates the good from the great, and David has it in spades.


Paralympic sport will never be the same again. Every day the Games set new records – whether for crowds, television audiences or for sheer spirit. In my closing ceremony address I spoke of how the Paralympians had lifted the cloud of limitation. No one summed that up better than David.


As with all the Paralympic athletes, he has not had it easy. As this book will show, he has been brave and honest about some of the challenges he has faced. But through sheer talent, hard work and determination he has not only overcome those challenges but managed to rise to the top of his sport.


His is a truly inspirational story.



















DAVID WEIR WEIRWOLF

























CHAPTER 1


LET THE GAMES BEGIN





The routine is always the same.


I wheel my day chair – the one I spend most of my time in – alongside my racing chair. Using both my hands I push down to lift my body up before swinging my legs across onto the frame.


I drop one hip, easing between the wheels. My legs slide down into the cage, tailored exactly to my measurements, and then I tuck them tightly underneath me.


With my knees resting on a solid metal plate and my feet settling into their pod, I take two small straps – one over the top of my thighs and a second over the back of my ankles – and yank them tight.


Click, click, click.


I ratchet another padded strap firmly across the small of my back and the chair grips me. I try and move but can’t. It’s totally secure, man and machine made one.


Now, with my lower half locked into position, I lean forward at 45 degrees and stretch out my arms. From fingertip to fingertip my wingspan measures six foot two. It reminds me how tall I would be.


If I could stand.


With my arms stretched out I then lift my chin up and my head back, moving against the resistance created by my muscles. Until I hear it:


Crack.


I then squeeze my shoulder blades until I hear the same noise explode from my spine:


Snap.


Now I’m ready.
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That morning I woke at eight. I tried to go back to sleep but it was no use. The adrenalin was already pumping. I lay there for an hour or so and then got up. I took a shower – in and out, no hanging around – and then flicked on the TV. I tried to do what I do every day. Problem was, this wasn’t any other day. This was the moment I had been waiting for all my sporting life. From the moment London won the Olympics and Paralympics in Singapore in 2005, everything had been leading to this. I kept telling myself it was only the heats. Day one. No sweat.


It’s funny how all the months of planning, the years of preparation suddenly feel woefully insufficient. I was in the best shape of my life but I still couldn’t escape the nerves. Every time I glanced out the window of my apartment in the athletes’ village I got a jolt, a reminder of the size of the task that lay ahead, all the pressure and expectation. Everywhere I looked, bright neon-pink and purple banners fluttered with the 2012 logo. The sun was shining and although it was early the crowds were already streaming onto the Olympic Park. The excited chatter of expectation drifted across the yawning expanse of this corner of east London. Here it was – London’s Olympic and Paralympic dream made real. The curved roof of the Velodrome, shaped like a Pringle. The Aquatics Centre with those giant wings bolted onto the sides. The bubble-wrapped basketball venue, the Copper Box and, furthest away, the centrepiece – the Olympic Stadium itself. With its triangular-shaped floodlights perched on top of the roof it looked like a crown. For the next ten days this would be my stage. My home.


After the enormous success of the Olympics, everyone was wondering what the Paralympics would really be like. I kept reading about how the Paralympics was a sell-out, how there wouldn’t be an empty seat in the house. Until I actually saw it I didn’t want to believe it. I always hoped Britain and London would be different, that they would embrace us Paralympians. But I had been let down so many times in the past that I didn’t want to get my hopes up. That morning, watching tens of thousands of people descending on the Olympic Park, I finally believed it. Now I couldn’t wait for it all to start and to get in there and race. I just wanted to taste that atmosphere.


I had never enjoyed such a smooth ride into a major championships. There’s normally something that goes wrong – illness, injury or problems at home. For the first time, everything was perfect, and I was itching to get on the track and prove myself. I also felt confident – something I wasn’t used to feeling. That morning I bumped into Jonathan Edwards in the village. He would say to me later, after it was all over, that when he spoke to me he just knew I was going to do something special in the Games. He talked about a glow in my eyes and a level of physical fitness he just hadn’t seen before.


At that point, though, all I was thinking about was whether I would be able to eat something. I hate eating on the day of big races. My stomach feels like a washing machine on the fastest possible spin cycle. You know you have to get something down to keep you going, but it’s the last thing you want to do.


Feeling slightly peaky, I walked tentatively into the athletes’ food hall. The scale of the place always takes my breath away. There’s something here to tempt everyone – an aircraft hangar dedicated to the pleasure of eating. And top athletes need to eat a lot. It’s open around the clock and can accommodate 5,000 hungry athletes in one sitting. There’s a counter serving every type of food from every country imaginable. It’s like one of those shopping centre food courts on steroids. At one end there’s the giant, obligatory McDonald’s (they are Olympic and Paralympic sponsors) – and although we are all supposed to be healthy-eating athletes, I was always surprised at how long the queues were!


This was no time for fast food, though. It would be hours until I raced my opening heat of the 5,000 metres so I needed to fill up on food with lots of energy. I ate a big bowl of muesli and then some bananas. There are always lots of bananas. I am also a big coffee drinker but it has to be dark and very, very strong. That’s where McDonald’s saved my life. Every morning during London, after I had eaten my breakfast I would head there for a double espresso. A lot of coffee lovers might find this hard to believe, but this was the only place on the Olympic Park where you could get a decent coffee. After the first, I would quickly follow up with a second to get the blood pumping.


I chatted to some of the other athletes as they ate their breakfast. I like to be around people. A bit of banter just helps take your mind off what’s coming later in the day. If you are stuck in your room, you think too much and that can destroy you. I headed back to my apartment block and went upstairs to see some of the other lads, have a chat with the Welsh guys like Aled Davies. We would play some video games, chat and watch the telly. Anything to distract me.


I called my coach, Jenny Archer. We both knew I was ready but I still needed to hear it from her again. I have known Jenny since I was nine. She is my coach, my confidante, my psychologist, my second mum. She said the same thing she always says before big races.


‘Do your own race, watch for crashes, watch for breaks and remember: stay out of trouble.’


I told her I was really nervous.


‘But Dave,’ she replied in that calming, measured tone she has. ‘You’re doing things I’ve never seen you do before. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’


My fiancée Emily was on the phone most of the time. She was also good at keeping me sane. She said, ‘Just do your best.’ I wanted to know what my little boy Mason was doing. He had just had his first birthday and even though the Games had only been under way for two days I had already been away for a while and was missing home. A bit of normality was exactly what I needed at that point.


My race wasn’t until 7.30 p.m. So I knew I wouldn’t be able to eat that night. That meant before too long I was back in the dining hall to have a big lunch – something healthy with loads of carbs. The problem for wheelchair racers is that once you are in your chair you are hunched down and everything gets very cramped. I find it incredibly uncomfortable. I have to eat at least three hours before a race. If I leave it too late I get heartburn or can’t actually keep it down.


Then there’s the beetroot juice – a whole litre of the stuff. The British team nutritionist had recommended it to me a year earlier. I couldn’t believe the immediate impact it had on my performances. It just gave me so much energy. I know it sounds disgusting but it actually tastes OK. But you mustn’t use it all the time otherwise your body becomes immune to it. So I just planned to use it for the Games, a litre a day for the three days before a final. I honestly don’t think I could have contemplated going for four gold medals without the power of the beetroot.


I had already checked everything on my chair the night before but I still ran through it all again:


Bolts on the compensator (the device we use to direct the front wheel of our chairs during races)? Check.


Tyre pressure? Check.


Have I got my spare wheels for the track? Check.


I bundle up my little bag of tools, put on my Paralympics GB training top and head out of the apartment.


I got on the bus about 4.30 p.m. As it looped its way around the Olympic Park, past the Aquatics Centre, I rang Emily again.


‘Love, I’m absolutely bricking it,’ I told her.


I would like to have put it less bluntly but there was no getting away from the immensity of what was happening. This was the biggest time of my sporting career and I didn’t want anything to go wrong. I started to heave but I couldn’t actually be sick. My heart was pounding in my chest. I just wanted to get this heat out of the way and get to the final. Emily wished me luck and told me to just do my best. But what if my best wasn’t good enough? What if, what if?


I headed for the warm-up track. I always like to get there early to check out who’s at the British tent and to have a chat with some of the physios and doctors. I went to the toilet. A lot.


You see, once you are in your chair that’s it. You can’t go again until after you’ve raced and that can be more than three hours. It’s a hell of a long wait. That’s why I try to limit the amount of liquid I drink, but of course you have to be hydrated. It’s a real catch-22. Throw in nerves and I might as well just warm up in the loo.


Once I am strapped in my racing chair and have gone through the process of clicking my back and neck, I tape up my fingers with Elastoplast – it helps stop the blisters you get from hammering the push rims on the chair. It takes about five minutes and while I am winding the tape around and around and cutting it with my teeth I keep a watchful eye on that warm-up track. Who’s coming on, who’s hanging back? Which athletes are out early? I watch everything. I never rush onto the track. I like to try and psyche my rivals out.


I have another shot of beetroot and then I push myself onto the circuit. At first it’s just a steady eight to twelve laps. Maybe a few bursts of speed. I like to see who else is training and then I might go and sit behind them. Just to let them know I’m there. I really wanted to find Marcel Hug. A few years younger than me, he was one of my biggest rivals for gold. We race each other all the time. But on the warm-up track he always tries to avoid me. He doesn’t want to get involved in my mind games.


As I go round and round, the adrenalin is really starting to pump. I feel good. Off in the distance I can hear the roars from the stadium. Now I want this to happen. Now the nerves are starting to fall away.


Chantal Petitclerc is keeping an eye on the time for me. She knows what this feels like. Chantal won fourteen Paralympic gold medals in four Games for Canada and now she is here working with Paralympics GB as a mentor for the team. She gives me a ten-minute reminder. I drink some water and do a few more laps. Then five minutes. Bit more water, last few laps. Then the race is finally called. An announcer tells all the athletes for the T54 5,000m to group together at the side of the warm-up track. We are then led across to the stadium.


We wheel our way towards a long, covered tunnel that will take us across one of the various rivers encircling the island on which London’s shiny new Olympic Stadium sits. As we get closer I try and take it all in. The stadium reminds me of a spaceship. Above a section of the roof I see those unmistakable triangular floodlights and the giant screens showing the Paralympic flame burning. Multi-coloured lights are being projected on the huge wrap which covers the sides, throbbing and pulsing along with the noise of the crowd. It’s electric.


When the stadium was still being finished, I remember mentioning the need to make sure the entry tunnel to the stadium was covered. I think it was raining that day and I was probably thinking about the unreliable British summer but I was also thinking ahead to this moment. I knew then that I would want to slip into the stadium anonymously. I didn’t want anyone to see me before I got on the track. It would only add to the pressure on my shoulders.


Now we’re deep under the stadium next to the indoor warm-up track. Some of my rivals take the opportunity to fine-tune their preparations, one last chance to get the muscles working. But I don’t bother. I just sit there and wait. An official checks my bag, makes sure I haven’t got anything I shouldn’t have. No phone or iPod. I just have my bag of tools and some water. I go through my bag and pull out my tube of Glister – a glue I use to give extra traction on the push rims on the wheels of my chair. Rugby players use it too. Just to get a bit more grip.


At this stage you can’t really tell what’s going on above you. You can hear a few muffled cheers but you could be in a car park. Then a volunteer appears, carrying a wooden placard with our heat on it. We follow her back onto the concourse in the bowels of the stadium and around to where we go in. Now you can really hear the atmosphere. You can feel the noise.


This is it now. This is what I’ve dreamed of for so long. I close my eyes. I don’t want to look. Then I do it. I open them as wide as I can, drinking it all in. From where we are positioned you can’t see the crowd properly but it’s incredible. A sea of faces, all blurred and bunched tightly together. It’s packed. And so loud. At this point I am doing my best not to start blubbing. I just feel so proud. The fears fall away.


Whatever happened to me over the next few days, London and my country had done it. My worst nightmare was always that afterwards people would come up to me and say that the Games were rubbish. That Britain didn’t deliver. I felt responsible. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s how I felt. But opening my eyes, a few moments before my first race, reassured me. We weren’t going to fail. This was going to be very special.






















CHAPTER 2


WHY ME?





Cripple. That was the word that really used to get to me. I could take a lot of the insults. But cripple? That was just demeaning. That’s the one that made me snap.


To this day I still don’t know why I can’t move my legs. As a child I would cry at night, asking over and over again: why me? I never let my parents hear. They wouldn’t have put up with me being soft. They always taught me to just get on with things. They treated me like a normal kid and that’s probably why I am the way I am today. I long ago learned to accept my disability. It’s part of me and, although many people might find this difficult to understand, I don’t ask why any more.


My mum is a strong woman. She takes everything in her stride. She decided very early on that I shouldn’t just sit around, feeling sorry for myself. She says she could always sense something was not quite right when she was carrying me. But in the 1970s, pregnant women didn’t get all the usual ultrasound scans that are commonplace today. The doctors only did that if they thought there was something wrong. And no one did – so my mum just took their word for it and carried on. The only time the medics clocked there might be a problem was when she went into labour. She had been pushing for hours but nothing was happening. She kept telling the nurses something was wrong but they were too junior to make a decision. They just wouldn’t listen. My mum knew that no matter how hard she pushed I wasn’t coming out. She was terrified and thought both of us would die there and then in the ward. Eventually she started making a proper scene and a senior sister came to see her. She checked the bump and realised there was in fact a serious, serious problem and before my mum knew what was going on she had been whisked into theatre for an emergency Caesarean.


I was born on 5 June 1979 at St Helier Hospital in Carshalton, Sutton. But while my mother and father, Jackie and David, were relieved and happy, it had been a horrible experience and it was clear there were still major problems to deal with. Although the delivery was eventually a success the doctors discovered that the tops of my thighs were broken and badly misshapen. I also had club feet, or talipes, a condition where the feet are so twisted that the toes actually face each other. It’s quite common and can be treated easily by putting a baby’s legs in heavy plaster but it was obviously a very nasty shock for everyone.


It turns out that instead of my head pointing down in the engaged position, I was folded in half and sitting across the width of my mum’s belly, with my bottom on the left-hand side and my head on the right. After I was born, you could see the creases in my legs – like a line in a folded piece of paper. And because my head was in the wrong position, when they cut through the lining of my mum’s stomach it wasn’t where they expected it to be. They had to quickly move my mum’s bowels and bladder out the way to get to me in time. It was very touch and go.


For the first few days after my arrival my mum was in agony. She couldn’t even talk, her stomach hurt so much. But again, being the tough woman she is, she refused to lie around in bed and after a few days climbed out of bed to wash herself, put on some make-up and prove she could get back on her feet. The nurses gave her a round of applause. There was no way she should have been out of bed at that point but it told everyone, especially my worried dad, that she was going to be OK.


After a few more days’ rest the doctors sent us home with my legs all plastered up, but it was another two weeks before the alarm bells really started ringing. My mum had a friend whose little girl had also been born with club feet. Mum popped around to her house to see her daughter and compare notes but noticed that underneath those plasters her feet and legs were still wriggling and moving. From day one, mine didn’t move.


She rushed home crying and, in a blind panic, called the hospital. A nurse told her to calm down and reassured her that nothing was wrong. But from that moment she knew. She tells me she just had a feeling I would never be able to walk. She wishes she had listened to her intuition during the pregnancy but all the medical staff, the nurses and midwives, dismissed her concerns. And if they were sure it was all right, well, it was all right. Wasn’t it?


Over the next few weeks my little body was subjected to test after test. I was taken to Queen Mary’s Hospital, not too far from where we lived, and then eventually up to Great Ormond Street. Here, the doctors put my broken legs in traction and they discovered I had a condition known as spinal cord transection. It meant that the two nerves in my spine which give the lower half of my body movement and feeling had been impaired or damaged beyond repair. I was about six weeks old and completely oblivious to the bombshell, which the specialists had just delivered to my mum and dad. I would never walk, they said. The best I could hope for was to be able to bend down from a wheelchair and pick up objects from the ground.


My mum cried all the way home on the bus. When she got back to the estate she spotted another little boy who lived near to us who has spina bifida. That’s often confused with my condition but it’s different as it has a clear cause – a hole in the spine. There was nothing like that in my case, there were no clues or explanation as to why I couldn’t move my legs. When my mum saw this little boy she says she had a moment of clarity. She stopped crying and said to herself that she wasn’t going to accept the situation. From that moment on she wasn’t going to be beaten and was determined to treat me as normally as possible.


In the weeks ahead the doctors became more and more puzzled about my case. What was strange was that while I wasn’t able to move my legs I had feeling in them. This was extremely unusual as normally victims of spinal cord transection are paralysed from the waist down. If they can’t move, they can’t feel. But I could. My mum used to tickle my legs and I would react. At one point the doctors were so convinced that I couldn’t have feeling without movement that they threatened to pull one of my toenails out without any anaesthetic. My dad went mad and stepped in, telling them they had to stop. Eventually they believed him. But it just tells you how unusual my case is. I was in nappies until the age of seven but from very early on it was obvious I was in control of my bladder and could pee like anyone else. Most paralysed people need to wear a bag for their whole lives, but I can tell when I need to go. It gives me a great sense of independence and means I am able to live a pretty normal life with no one clearing up after me.


Lots of people said my parents should have sued the hospital. At one stage they thought maybe my spine had been broken during the delivery but no one could prove it, so what was the point? Maybe it was just one of those things. That was their attitude and as time went on and I grew older it rubbed off on me.


There is one strange story, though, which might offer an explanation. My mum tells me that when I started talking I used to freak her out by pointing to the clouds and saying I had another mummy and daddy who were killed and that I had been shot in the back and fallen off a horse into water. Apparently I used to repeat this little story again and again without any prompting. I was only two or three so you can imagine how weird this must have sounded. Maybe I had come back into this world too soon. Who knows? I am not a spiritual person at all (I don’t believe in God because if there is a God how can you explain why people are born disabled?) but my mum is not as cynical as me. She has often retold that story, saying that it might explain why I am disabled. Perhaps it’s just one of those little tales parents tell you to give you something to cling to.


My dad, nicknamed Sammy, is the strong, silent type. He was born in Northern Ireland, so perhaps living through the Troubles and then serving in the Irish Guards for so many years he just got used to getting on with things. But my elder brothers Alan, Paul and Tony found the fact I would never walk extremely hard to take. Alan, who is now fifty and lives in Western Australia, and my third brother Tony were both very good boxers. Paul is mentally impaired and still lives close to us on the estate, so my mum can keep an eye on him. Although they have a different dad to me, we are close and they are very protective of their younger brother.


For a long time it was difficult for my family and the doctors to assess just how badly impaired I was going to be. Until I started to try to walk there was no way of knowing what we were dealing with. Like any baby, as I got older I started to crawl. According to my mum and dad I had movement from the hips down – again, this was highly unusual for someone with my condition – and I could move the top of my knees. So that was how I first started moving around. I was so determined that I would just drag my legs behind me. For a while my parents must have had the faint hope that the doctors had got their diagnosis wrong. But once I was ready to walk it became clear that I was not going to miraculously recover. So instead I was trained to use these fierce-looking supports called callipers. They were made of metal with leather straps which went over my knees and the top of my thighs and then over my ankle. At the end of the calliper was a metal socket, which then sat inside the special hospital shoes I had to wear. In the early years I didn’t mind them too much – even the shoes, which were really hideous. But as I got older and more streetwise I started to hate the way they looked. They made me stand out and so I used to adapt pairs of trainers so I fitted in. You know what kids are like at school with trainers. As long as you didn’t go for the really fancy Nike Air brands with the bubbles in the soles then you could cut the bottoms off and make them work. That made me feel a lot better and gave me street cred with the older kids, who I wanted to impress. The callipers were also good for keeping my legs and feet straight, which you obviously can’t do in a wheelchair, and I stayed in them until I was eleven or twelve. I can’t say I looked after them very much. We were always up the hospital picking up replacements. I was forever jumping out of trees or throwing myself about. I didn’t care that they were made of steel and I developed a way of moving on them really fast by planting them down and swinging through the middle. It wasn’t what most people did but even in those early days it was obvious I was prepared to adapt whatever support I was given in the search for speed.
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I grew up on the Roundshaw Estate in Wallington. Built in the mid-1960s, it’s the usual mix of high-rise flats and prefab houses. We were in one of the houses, although we called them decks because they were all linked together by an upper walkway. They were really maisonettes built around an internal ring road. You were physically shielded from the outside world and it created a great sense of community and togetherness. It was fantastic for the initial wave of tenants when they were first built. It’s had quite a spruce-up in the last ten years or so but by the time I was born it had become quite badly run down. It had actually been built on part of the land which formed the old Croydon Airport in the 1930s. But in the years after the war it had become a wasteland and so was developed in the 1960s for social housing. Tell most people you live in Wallington and they will have images of the leafy Surrey stockbroker belt. But Roundshaw was different, a sort of no man’s land sandwiched uneasily between Croydon’s outer London urban sprawl and the comfy, middle-class suburbia of Sutton. Even today it has a bad reputation – mainly for drugs and gangs of kids causing trouble. They pulled the high-rise flats down shortly after 2000 and that has improved the place a lot. It had become very shabby and the police were always around, stopping people and asking questions.


Because it had no main roads running through it, it always felt very secure to me. Yes, there were some hard people living there. But for me it’s always felt safe and I still live there to this day. Even Paul is able to look after himself in his own flat just around the corner.


My mum moved to Roundshaw from Pimlico with her first husband, Derek, a technician for the London Electricity Board, in 1970. Alan and Paul had already come along and by then my mum was carrying Tony. The flat they had in Pimlico was in a brilliant location. It was on a huge estate called Churchill Gardens, right next to the River Thames, close to Victoria and the West End. But, as was quite common in those days, it was in the name of her mum, and my gran, Gladys. For years my gran worked for the Treasury Solicitors’ office, which was nearby. But now, with two kids and a third on the way, the flat was way too small.


It was Derek’s mother who first made the move out to Wallington. She had heard about the new estate being built and had managed to secure one of the maisonettes. She urged Mum to do the same but at first my mum was a bit reluctant. She had been told there was an airport nearby and she didn’t fancy the noise of planes taking off and landing. She didn’t realise the airport had been shut for years. Once they saw it, they thought it was perfect for raising a growing family. So they put their name down with the council for a move.


But the change of scene and the arrival of Tony wasn’t enough to keep my mum and Derek together, and after fifteen years they split up. My mum says it was because they got together and had kids too young. It seems they just drifted apart. He still lives in the area and they are good friends. Soon afterwards my mum was introduced to David, my dad. His nickname, Sammy, had stuck from his army days – apparently there were so many people called David in his regiment that they needed to find a name to distinguish him from all the others. He joined up when he was seventeen. He was sent on tours all around the world and used to tell me stories of fascinating places like Belize and China. I never imagined that when I was older I would serve my country in my own way.


Judging by some of his stories, my dad must have been super-fit during his time in the army. One day, during his tour to Belize, he was getting pissed in a bar with some of his mates. It had been a long, boozy session and they were totally out of it when the drill sergeant burst in and told them to run a mile there and then. My dad says he was so drunk he could hardly walk and the heat was suffocating. But he had no choice. So he ran the mile. When he came back the sergeant checked his heart rate. It was basically normal. The sergeant refused to believe he had run anywhere. So he made him run it again. Afterwards he took his heart rate again and the same thing happened. It was as if he hadn’t run anywhere. It must be in my genes because I have exactly the same ability to recover – no matter how gruelling the race.


After the army he became a builder and Mum worked full time for Philips, the electronics company, which was based in Croydon. She used to arrange for technicians to go out to people’s houses and fix their washing machines. She worked all the time up until her retirement. She was so determined to give all of us the best chance in life and I am so grateful for her and Dad’s support. It can’t have been easy with a son in a wheelchair trying to conquer the world.


From the start, though, it was clear it was going to be hard going. They never accepted people telling me I couldn’t do things and that has been such a major influence on the way I perceive the world. The first time I was taken to the local play centre, the woman who ran it (she’s still there today, incidentally) refused to let me join in at first because she insisted I would endanger myself and others. My mum went nuts and told her exactly what she thought of that. She, rightly, pointed out that it was no different if I fell off a climbing frame and had to go to hospital than if an able-bodied child did the same thing. After a while the woman backed down and let me join in. I spent most of my summers down there and in the end it was like that standoff had never happened. But it was an important lesson very early on that I was going to meet plenty of hardened attitudes and hurdles along the way in life.


But in those days I simply didn’t feel different and in many ways I’m exactly the same now. As far as I was concerned then, I was just like any other kid. And all I wanted to do was copy my friends – run around, kick a football, ride a bike. I wasn’t going to let my disability hold me back.


To make sure I didn’t feel left out, my parents had a special bike made for me. It was a clunky three-wheeler which I could pedal with my hands. It worked just like a normal bike except the pedals were where the handlebars were and the crank and chain ran down to the front wheel, which drove the machine forward. I remember it had a red frame with one wheel at the front and two big white wheels at the back with massive mudguards. It was so big you could probably have fitted two people on the back. Once I got that, whoosh, I was off, charging around with my mates, who all had the latest BMXs. I didn’t care, it just made me feel part of the gang.


We would set up ramps using old sheets of wood and bricks lying around in the woods near the old airfield strip at the back of the estate. I would always be the first one to try them out. I had absolutely no fear of coming off. Mind you, most of the time I wasn’t going very fast. My trike was so heavy that my mates had to push me to get me going. Once, though, when I was about ten, we got the courage to go a bit further than usual. We constructed this really big jump at the bottom of a hill. My heart was pounding in my chest as I got ready to go for it. I look at the hill now and think it’s just a little bump but at the time it felt like a mountain.


My friends gave me a shove to get me started.


‘I’ve bitten off too much here,’ I thought as my three wheels began to gather pace, heading towards this rickety-looking ramp we had built at the bottom. I slammed into the plank and took off. It felt like I was flying for ages before I crashed down to earth with a hell of a bump. I wobbled from side to side before getting my balance again, just managing to wrestle back control in time to avoid the trunk of a massive old tree. All my mates cheered.


If I wasn’t on my bike, then I would be on my skateboard. I would just sit on it and use my hands to propel me forward. I loved it. The only problem was I used to get blisters on my hands from pushing against the hard ground – a sign of things to come.


Football was really my dream and I didn’t want anything to stop me. We had a patch of grass just around the back of the house and that’s where we played all the time. I would go in goal, sit on the floor and use my callipers to try and block the ball. I became quite a good keeper although the imaginary crossbar between the two jumpers was set a bit lower for me because the other kids knew that I couldn’t stand or jump around. They used to smash the ball at me as if I was just like the rest of the kids. I liked that. I just wanted to get on with things. Deep down, though, I envied that they were able to run around and kick the ball, dribble and score goals. That was all I dreamed of and I used to spend a lot of time watching my team, Arsenal, on the TV, imagining myself doing the things all the top players could do.


We didn’t go on many holidays as a family when I was a kid. Maybe it was because my parents didn’t have loads of money or perhaps it was just too much hassle transporting a disabled kid everywhere. But the one that sticks in my mind was a trip to Cornwall when I was about seven. We must have stayed at a holiday camp because there were all these redcoats around. The car journey in our white Mini Metro seemed to go on for ages; it was the furthest I had ever been. I think my mum was worried her car would burn out. Once we were there I had a fantastic time, especially when I went swimming with my dad. He was a good swimmer and he could do the butterfly, which I was so impressed by. I could already swim a bit but it was so magical being taught to swim by my dad properly, being shown how to do the front crawl. I can still feel the chlorine from that pool stinging my eyes. We spent so much time in there. In fact, my parents had to buy me some eyewash to help my eyes – they were so red. The weather was scorching hot and we went to the beach a lot. My dad bought me a tiny dinghy. He would pull me out on the string and I would float around. It was such a fantastic holiday – maybe all the more memorable because we didn’t do it very often. We never went abroad because my mum hates flying. A lot of my summer holidays were spent on Roundshaw.


I didn’t mind that too much. It was a great place to play around and explore and every day seemed to bring a different adventure. I was also lucky to have such a tight group of friends, and two brothers who were handy in the boxing ring. Without that it might have been different but whenever I got into fights they stepped in to sort it out. It was only when I ventured off the estate that I encountered problems.


Most of the time, I just ignored the abuse. Kids can be cruel and my parents always told me to be strong and that other people would try and wind me up and make me feel bad. But occasionally the abuse would hurt. It would hit home.


When I was about fifteen I started seeing a girl in Croydon. She went to a school a couple of miles away and moved in totally different circles. For reasons I will never understand, her friends obviously saw me as a threat. One day I got a call from her number. But it wasn’t her. A few of her schoolmates had got hold of her phone and rung my number. I answered.


‘Hello?’


‘Is that Dave?’


‘Yeah, what do you want?’


‘If you keep hanging around, we are going to take you out to the desert and leave you there without your crutches or your chair.’


Then they just hung up. How vicious is that? What sort of nasty person would dream of saying that sort of thing?


I cried a lot after that. But as time went on and I grew older I realised it was exactly that sort of cruelty that made me even more determined to prove that I wasn’t going to be held back. That I couldn’t just be equal to other people. I could be even better.



















CHAPTER 3


I DON’T FEEL DISABLED





School should have felt like home. After all, every kid at Bedelsford, a special school for children with disabilities in Kingston upon Thames, had one kind of problem or another. Whether it was mental or physical, we were all lumped together, the outcasts, all of us trying to make the best of it. I suppose it should have created a greater sense of togetherness, a closer bond brought about by bad luck. Whatever insults you got from people on the outside, Bedelsford was a sanctuary, a place where we all could stick together.


The problem was, I didn’t feel like the others. I didn’t feel disabled. I know that will sound weird to people who are able bodied. I can hear them asking themselves whether I have looked in the mirror lately. But I have never really accepted it.


Maybe it’s because I grew up on the Roundshaw Estate, where all my mates treated me as one of them. Maybe it’s because my mum and dad never made excuses for me. They expected me to fend for myself as much as possible, even from an early age. I always tried to think as an able-bodied person would. I have never had any changes made to the houses or flats I have lived in to accommodate my chair. I have adapted to the houses, not the other way around. It has always been about creating a sense of normality. And I think that’s what has made me so strong – so determined to prove people wrong.
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