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Prologue


I was in the boxing ring on my own.


The venue was crammed with noisy people, the air heavy with anticipation and excitement. It was hard to concentrate. Everyone was impatient for the action to start, hungry for blood, sweat and humiliation. I could see my family – my brothers Tyson, Shane and Roman, my Uncle Peter and Cousin Hughie – sitting at a table within spitting distance of me. My body was shaking uncontrollably; I couldn’t stop it moving as the adrenalin pumped through me. I had never felt like this before, and I had no idea what to do with these emotions in such a public space.


Here I stood, the youngest in a long line of Fury fighting men. Boxing may have been in my blood, but I was in the ring because of me. This is what I had been working hard towards and focusing on for most of my young life. I had sacrificed so much to be here for this, my dream, and now everything was riding on the next ten minutes.


I was fifteen years old, and this was my first fight.


It was Friday, a school day, and the hours I’d spent leading up to the fight had been powered by nerves and anxiety. They coursed through me as I went from lesson to lesson, unable to listen to a single word the teachers said. All I could think about was what was to come. Over and over, I ran through the scenarios in my head, rehearsing my combinations and footwork, ignoring fractions and French verbs. My stomach was in a tight knot, and I couldn’t face eating lunch – I just counted down the slow hours until I could leave. I didn’t tell anyone at school about my plans for the evening because, God forbid, what if the worst happened? What if I lost?


When I got home, I dumped my school bag and sat on my bed, momentarily frozen by the fear of what was to come. I knew I really needed to pull myself together or I would be fit for nothing. I stared at a jacket potato smothered with cheese and beans, forcing forkfuls into my mouth without tasting it, and left the rest when the nerves got the better of me. I tried to watch a film to take my mind off the evening and stop me checking the time every few minutes. Then my dad rang. He had been training me before he was sent to prison and now, he was calling me from there, in his allotted time slot. He ran through the fight with me.


‘No matter what happens, box how YOU box.’ His voice sounded so close, I knew he would be with me in spirit. ‘I know what you are capable of, so go out there and surprise everyone.’ I thanked him, but I didn’t tell him how much I wished he could be with me because that wasn’t helpful for either of us.


My coach and mentor, Tommy Battle – the man with the best name in boxing – came to pick me up at about 6 p.m. and I suppressed my nerves, remaining outwardly calm although my stomach was doing somersaults. I trained with Tommy at the Team Fury Gym on Halliwell Road in Bolton, and he was the one who had decided I was ready for my first amateur fight. Tommy drove me to the Mahdlo Centre in Oldham while I sat in the back of the car with my headphones on listening to Eminem’s ‘Lose Yourself’ on repeat. It was like Eminem was talking directly to me, telling me this was my one shot, my chance, the opportunity of a lifetime. I was trying to get into ‘the zone’, but I had no idea what that was or how to find it because I had never done this before. I had nothing to compare it to.


In the changing room, I got dressed in my kit. I was proud to wear the blue vest with the Team Fury logo on the left and the name of my amateur boxing club, Metro ABC, on the right. I borrowed the long white shorts, which had Metro on the waistband, from the gym and my mum had bought me a pair of white, blue and red Lonsdale boots a couple of weeks earlier so I could break them in. I looked like a boxer, even if I was struggling to feel like one. I stood, fists raised, posing for a photograph and I thought, This is it, there is no going back. I come from a fighting family, the youngest of six boys. I couldn’t let anyone down and I didn’t want to be the one to spoil the name. There was so much weight on my young shoulders and yet in that moment a sense of calm came over me. I knew it was pointless to overthink everything just before I went in the ring, I had to do what I could do, so I put my gloves on and got warmed up on the pads. It was right there and then that I found the zone and was truly in it, throwing the punches and fighting for my life in the changing room.


I was in one of around ten amateur fights happening that night and was put on later in the schedule, in a really good slot. That was what my name did for me. It created an expectation and a curiosity that I had to work my hardest to live up to. But the name could also slow me down. After I was carded (passing a medical to say I was fit to box), it took over six months to set up my first fight because interested opponents kept dropping out. Every so often we would get a confirmed fight, then it would be called off, and we would be back to the drawing board. Everyone knew the family reputation and the name, so it put a few amateur boxers off – even though I hadn’t yet been in the ring. There was already a rumour that I was tough, and I was physically bigger than a lot of boys my own age. While Fury was a big name in the boxing world, thanks to Tyson, nobody really knew much about me, his little brother.


Just before I started the ring walk, I pushed back the curtains behind the glass wall of the leisure centre to take a look, and the place was packed to the rafters. I had only ever sparred in front of fifteen people maximum, and now I would have to go out and fight in front of more than three hundred tough critics. The audience was mostly made up of the family and friends of the twenty or so boxers who were fighting that night. Goose bumps spread over my entire body. I was living the Eminem line about sweaty palms, weak knees and heavy arms, but there was no doubt in my mind. Now I was there, I never once thought that I couldn’t do it. There was no danger of me backing out, I really wanted to impress everyone and that was what propelled me through the throng of people.


‘In the blue corner is Tommy Fury, making his amateur debut!’


The introduction rang out across the crowd to cheers and the chanting of ‘FURY!’ and suddenly there I was in the ring. Minutes felt like hours while I waited for my opponent to come out. I didn’t know if the delay was a tactic or not. He was a year older than me, and it was his first fight too, so neither of us knew what we were facing, but I sure as hell knew all eyes would be on me. At that point, Tyson was the British Commonwealth and European boxing champion, so some people were there in the hope that he would turn up, and they weren’t disappointed. One of Tyson’s training partners, Eddie Chambers, who was also a big name in boxing, was there too, so I was aware of how many skilled people were in the audience. The pressure of comparison and success has always been present.


When my opponent stepped into the ring, I thought, I can do this. He was a normal build with less muscle than me, so I just knew by looking at him. Besides, I had no option but to win. I had been training and hoping for this opportunity for as long as I could remember, from a small boy watching my dad on the punchbag to a proud brother of a boxing champ; I wanted in on the action. My opponent was nothing in the face of this. I almost felt sorry for him. Waiting for the bell was exactly like you see in the films and as I imagined it would be. The other boxer had a lot more support on the night than I did. He wasn’t from a boxing family, but he had all his friends there raising the roof for him. I hadn’t asked anyone other than my uncle and brothers. My mum refused to come because she couldn’t sit and watch me being hit and as for my dad, well, you know where he was. Our earlier telephone conversation flashed through my mind and I pushed away the feeling of longing for him to be by my side. I could do this – after all, I was used to him being absent by this stage.


The bell rang and the jangling feeling of nausea and butterflies inside me disappeared instantly, like magic. It was a split second, as if somebody had clicked their fingers and I had woken up in my old gym, sparring with my usual boys, and nobody was watching me. The fear evaporated and taking its place came the fire. Beast mode was activated. In the first round, I dominated for the full two minutes, landing all my shots exactly as I had dreamed about. It was perfect. He was taking it. I was coming from every angle, and he didn’t have an answer. It may have been just a trial amateur fight for him, but I had everything on the line. My family name. My future. My pride. I thought about my dad sitting in jail, watching the clock and willing me on. I was fighting for it all and I wasn’t going down.


In the second round my opponent still couldn’t get out of the way of my shots. I gave him a bloody nose. When I knew I could have my way I began to give it more gas. I don’t remember him touching me, I don’t think he had a chance. The bell went and my coach, Tommy, jumped up into the ring and urged me on, saying I had to keep using my jab, put my right hand behind it and keep my head moving.


‘You are winning this fight,’ he said, slapping me on the back encouragingly. That was all I needed to hear.


In the third round, I knew how to judge the action and the level of my opponent’s power, and I was sure he wouldn’t be able to hurt me. I could land shots at will and any energy I had been saving could now be spent in these final two minutes. I hit him with my right hand and his head went through the ropes. The referee, smart in his white shirt and bow tie, put his arm out to pause the fight and sent me to the neutral corner. He started counting one . . . two . . . three . . . I was amazed. I couldn’t believe it. This was better than I could have wished for. Just in time, my opponent recovered so the fight didn’t get stopped and it went to points, but having that standing eight count validated every torturous training session, early morning run and the countless bruises.


The crowd went mad, clapping and cheering as we went to our corners. The look on Tommy’s face told me I had done it, but I knew not to celebrate too soon. We came back into the middle of the ring and then the referee raised my arm, declaring me the winner by unanimous decision. Now I could let go. Someone caught this moment on camera, and when I look at that photo now, it transports me straight back to the way I felt; the expression on my face says it all. I was roaring like a lion; I was unstoppable. It was as if I had just fought for millions of pounds rather than an amateur fight in a sweaty leisure centre. If I had been asked to choose between winning the lottery or the high I had just experienced, I would not have picked the money. Clutching a plastic trophy cup in front of my grinning family, I gained something invaluable that night. I knew without doubt that this was my whole world and that I had legitimately earned my place in it.


My coach was as proud of me as my family were. They all hugged me and made a big old fuss, it was the most amazing feeling and everything I imagined it would be. I knew winning this fight would take me to the next one and so on. This was the life I had chosen, and I wanted to hurry it up, move forward and achieve greatness because I knew this was my answer to the future. I wanted to prove to myself and everyone else that my single-minded focus was worth it. Imagine getting up at 4 a.m. to run, training every night, putting in all this effort, only to go out there and lose. This guy is crazy, people would say, and he’s not even any good.


Back in the changing room, I rang my mum. She was screaming with relief and excitement down the phone. I called my nana too and she reacted in exactly the same way. I think they had both been holding their breath for the last hour. Everyone was over the moon. I didn’t speak to Dad until the following morning when he was allowed to make a call again. I went to bed that night with the phone on my bedside table because I knew he would ring first thing. When he did, I answered immediately.


‘Go on then, tell me,’ he said.


‘I won, Dad, and I got a standing eight count.’


‘I told you, you could do it! Proud of you, Son. I can’t wait to see you fight when I get out.’ He was really chuffed and that meant so much. The final validation.


I can step back into the memory of the night and experience every detail of it. I can feel the sweat trickling down my back, sense the exhilaration in the crowd and see my opponent on the ropes. That fight set up everything for me. If I had lost, I am not sure I would have been quite so ready to get back out there or put my family through the risk of losing again. Tyson said I looked like a professional in the ring and his praise echoed in my ears for days after.


This was just the start for me, and it made me hungry for what would be next. I had no idea what the future had in store then, the twists and turns that were to come, the number of times my life would come full circle and the way my career would leap from something so familiar into a world beyond my wildest imagination. Had someone told me then, I would not have believed them – even though it was what I wished for. Nor would I have truly understood that with the soaring highs come the crashing lows and how my toughest opponent would turn out to be myself. This was all to come.


Right here, right now, I was on a quest to carve out my own path in the wake of Tyson’s career. I wasn’t sure this was even possible, and I don’t think my family and friends thought so either. One success in the family was already a surprise for people like us, but two? That was plain greedy. Yet I had just won my first fight and it made me wonder whether lightning can strike in the same place twice . . .
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The Sixth Fury




Boxing has always been in me. Ever since I was very young, when I started tapping around and hitting my dad’s hands, it has been there for me. I grew up in the gym, training with my brothers and cousins.





My nana told me about the night I was born. Apparently, there was a huge storm with flashes of lightning, deafening rumbles of thunder and a terrible blizzard. She said she had never experienced an evening like it as she made her way to Salford Royal Hospital to see me. It was strange because it was May, a month not known for really bad weather conditions. Nana said I entered the world – in the early hours of 7 May 1999 – with my face scrunched up and my fists raised, as if I was ready to box right there and then. She laughed and told me I looked like St James; I didn’t know who she meant so I googled him recently, and up came one of the twelve apostles of Jesus. On the internet, St James is depicted as a man with bushy eyebrows and a big beard. Thanks for that, Nana!


I am of mixed heritage. Half of me is Gypsy on my dad John’s side and I am a quarter Mauritian and a quarter English on my mum Chantal’s. That’s an estimate, not an exact measurement, because I think there is some Irish and French thrown in there somewhere too. Whatever I am, I am proud of it all. I know being a Traveller and living in a house confuses people. Just because Dad settled, rather than moving around the country in a caravan, doesn’t make him less of a Traveller. It’s in his DNA and it’s in mine too; it’s something you are born into, you can’t become it even if you spent the rest of your life on the road. That’s not how it works. You either are or you are not, wherever you choose to wake up in the morning.


When Mum and Dad got together, he had been married before and had four boys already. I think one of their earliest dates involved her going to the gym to watch him box, so no surprises there. They had my brother Roman, and two and a half years later, I made my big entrance in the middle of a raging storm. I was christened Thomas John Fury, the youngest of the Fury boys. The order goes John Boy, Tyson, Shane, Hughie, Roman and me. While Roman and I have a different mum from the rest, we consider our older siblings as full brothers, and they feel the same way. There is nothing ‘half’ about our relationships: we are all as one.


It sounds a bit of a cliché to say I had a happy childhood, but I really did. I grew up in the Traveller ways, with Dad going out every day to earn the money and Mum busy at home – cooking, cleaning and looking after us. Dad would leave the house before 7 a.m. most mornings. He bought and sold cars, making deals and driving across the country. It’s a cultural thing for male Travellers to work hard and strive for success in whatever they do, usually running their own business, which is what Dad did. Our bills were always paid on time, we had a good meal on the table every night, there were presents for birthdays and Christmas and we went on holiday. That made a big impression on me growing up because I knew I wanted to provide for my own family too when I had one. It was a very traditional set-up and Roman and I felt safe, secure and loved within it.


As well as great parents, I had fantastic grandparents who formed a supportive ring around us. Dad’s father, Huey, must have been one of the only Furys who never used his fists: he hated fighting. We would regularly visit him and my granny, Sissy, in their bungalow in Stockport and she would give us a zip-up bag full of toys and racing cars to play with on the rug. Grandad would be sat in a chair in the corner, and I remember him being incredibly well dressed, wearing a shirt, tie, smart trousers, polished shoes and his hair neatly combed. I was too young to understand how ill he was, and he died of motor neurone disease when I was still small, which was awful for Granny, my dad and his three brothers.


My maternal grandparents have been like second parents to me over the years. Grandad was born and raised in Mauritius, studied to become a nurse and came to England when he was twenty-one. He worked at the hospital in Salford and sent money back to his parents every month. It was there that he met my nana, Manchester-born nurse Barbara, and they got married and had my mum followed by my aunt, Claudia, fourteen years later. Grandad worked hard as a night manager at the same hospital for almost sixty years. His real name is Devraj, but everyone calls him Dev and he is cool with that; it is how he chooses to introduce himself. He is such a likeable guy, loves popping to the pub for a pint and a game of snooker and could never do enough for us all. He and my nana are a proper love story and have always been a huge part of my life. I have an awful lot to thank them for.


Growing up, we lived around the corner from my nana and grandad and were one big noisy family, constantly in and out of each other’s houses. It was a set-up that worked for us all. Their house was bigger than ours and we would stay there every weekend. Grandad would take Roman and me to the cinema on Saturdays and, because he is Mauritian, we would occasionally go to see an Indian film with subtitles. As we came out, I would always turn to Roman to ask if he understood what had happened and he would shake his head. Neither of us had a clue what we were watching, but we were just happy to be there with Grandad. When we were a bit older, Grandad taught us so many games – ping pong, snooker, cards – and he was another dad to us. We spent so much time together and formed a special bond.


Sometimes we stayed at Nana and Grandad’s for as long as a couple of weeks at a time. It was home from home, and all of us being together under one roof gave me some of my best childhood memories; it really helped shape the family first attitude I have.


Of course, there was only one place we wanted to be at Christmas too, and that was round at Nana and Grandad’s. It was the highlight of my year, and continues to be – I love Christmas and I think this stems from all those brilliant family experiences. We would go to my grandparents a few days before; Mum and Nana would cook together while Roman and I played games like ‘the floor is lava’ and wrestled each other in the front room. We helped put the fairy lights up in the garden and decorated the tree in the house. When we were tiny, we shared a bed with Mum, one on one side, one on the other, and we would wake each other up with excitement on Christmas morning, desperate to go and check our stockings. When we were older and the three of us couldn’t fit in the bed, one of us would sleep on the camp bed on the floor. Christmas Day was as traditional as you could get, and none of us would have changed a thing about it. We would wake up too early, open presents, play with the presents while Nana and Mum prepared dinner, then after pudding we would chill and get competitive with card games: rummy, twenty-one or snap. You can imagine how much I wanted to win!


Writing this book has put me in touch with the child I was, and I can look at this small boy with the inquisitive bright blue eyes, with a mix of pride and humour, reliving the great memories that have flooded back. Like when I was six, I knew exactly what I was going to ask Father Christmas for. I had watched the film Rocky, and I was obsessed with it. I wanted to live inside the movie. My biggest wish was to dress like Sylvester Stallone’s character, Rocky Balboa, so I asked for a leather jacket, a pork-pie hat and a bouncy ball to complete the look. I was also desperate for the same shorts Apollo Creed wore when he fought Rocky – a pair with the stars and stripes of the American flag on them. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I got it all. I don’t think I wore anything else for months after, and I went to bed in the leather jacket. I wore the shorts instead of pyjamas and even put them on under my school uniform. Mum now jokes that they had to be surgically removed. I love that about six-year-old me! I’ve never done anything by halves, as you will soon discover. For my first fight in America, in Cleveland, Ohio in 2021, a highly watched fight on a big bill, I wore a version of the Apollo Creed shorts. That was one of several full-circle moments in my life that give me goose bumps when I think about them, along with others I will share later in this book.


We had similar rituals around birthdays as we did Christmas, and I wanted the same celebration every year. I would wake up early and stare at the wall listening out for any signs of movement. As soon as I heard as much as a yawn, I would be straight out of bed and hassling everyone to come downstairs so I could open my presents. In the evening, Mum, Dad, Roman and I went to the bowling alley at the Trafford Centre or the one near us, got the children’s ramp out and bowled for a couple of hours before going for a meal. Where we went was my choice. Occasionally I would pretend I wanted a change and we would go to TGI Fridays or Chiquito, but my all-time favourite was Frankie & Benny’s in Salford Quays because they gave out goody bags on the door full of colouring books, pencils and jokes. The simple pleasures of being a kid!


I am a big fan of a theme, so Halloween was almost better than birthdays and Christmas. I loved everything about it, and I still do; it is one of my favourite celebrations and a high point in the year. We would carve pumpkins with a scary film on in the background, have cosy nights in, tell ghost stories, visit scare parks and go trick-or-treating. Anything spooky works for me, including themed sweets, snacks and fancy-dress costumes. Years later I bought a Michael Myers costume in New York – my favourite horror film is Halloween – and chased my girlfriend, Molly, around the hotel room. I was in my element, but she was not amused! Now, she encourages my Halloween excitement and loves dressing up too, although she always manages to look cute rather than scary.


So far so normal, I reckon. I don’t think the early part of my childhood was any different from many other people’s, including our family holidays, which involved driving a camper van to Cornwall. Mum struggled with claustrophobia and couldn’t get on a plane, so taking a trip to the south-west coast was a good alternative. A few years later, this was replaced by a P&O cruise each summer, organised by Nana and Grandad. We stayed at theirs the night before and then set off really early in the morning for the long drive to Southampton to get on the ship and set sail to the Mediterranean. All of us went: my mum, grandparents, Auntie Claudia and my dad, when he could. It was amazing. Every morning, we would go to the Plaza restaurant for breakfast and then back to our cabin to get swimming trunks on and slather ourselves in sun cream before heading to the loungers next to the Horizon Bar and Grill. It was an all-inclusive holiday which meant as many burgers and helpings of chips as us boys could handle, which was several times a day before we started to feel sick. We were in heaven! It felt so grown-up and exciting to go and get food whenever we fancied and not have to pay for it.


No prizes for guessing what I wasn’t as keen on as a boy. Yep, school. I was a bit of a menace, in a cute, mischievous way, but then I suppose I would say that. Being brought up in a family where one parent (my dad) didn’t consider school to be a priority meant I never thought it mattered that much either. While I really enjoyed my time at St Luke’s Roman Catholic Primary School, I think it was mainly due to me treating it as an opportunity to meet up with my friends and mess about with my best mate, Kyle. We stuck together like glue, me and him, and we are still just as close today; he has always been a big part of my life. After a year or so of being in the same class, the teacher decided we may both benefit from being split up to stop us distracting each other and probably those around us. It didn’t ruin our friendship; we just met in the playground for every break and lunchtime then, after school, we would cycle round to each other’s houses or head to the park opposite his and mess around on the swings. Our little world was small, safe and worry free, and I was never late home for my tea.


Little did I know, but those primary school years were the best it was going to get for me educationally. I listened to the teacher, did my homework and loved PE, but I felt like I was biding my time. I always knew I was going to be different from the other kids around me. It is a weird thing to try and explain, and I hope this doesn’t sound arrogant, but when I was about seven, I remember sitting cross-legged on the carpet with my classmates, in front of the teacher, and thinking, I know I am going to be successful in life. I could feel it, the anticipation, the thrill for what was ahead of me. I never doubted it. I kept hold of that vision and I took it with me everywhere I went. Even when everything has gone against me, I have always told myself that if I kept going, I would get there. I think about the little boy on the carpet, and I don’t want to disappoint him.


Sport was my absolute passion during this time – I lived for it. Roman and I played rugby for Langworthy Reds and trained every Tuesday and Thursday after school. To begin with, I had to make do with watching Roman because he was older than me, so I would stand on the sidelines with Mum and Nana. I couldn’t wait to be old enough to join in and as soon as I could, I was out there in the muddy throng, intent on the win. We played a match every Sunday morning too, so Nana and Mum would cheer us on and then we’d go back to Nana’s house for a hot bath followed by a big fry-up. The simplest and happiest of days!


If someone had asked me then what I was going to be a success in, I would have said rugby. Although that wasn’t my first choice. What I really wanted to be was a WWE wrestler, but that was like saying I wanted to be an astronaut or a superhero: it was so out of reach it felt almost impossible. I had no idea how you would even get into it, and it didn’t seem like anything that could ever happen to someone like me. It certainly wasn’t on the school career advisor’s list of suggested job choices. I practised wrestling at every opportunity I got, and would watch hours of it on TV. At home, my brother and I wrestled in the house all the time and we bought blow-up beds for the garden so we could do it outside too. We were that committed to the cause. All we ever wanted to do was throw each other around. It was the same with my school mates. Kyle and I would wrestle on the grass every break time, inviting other pupils to take us on. Funnily enough, we didn’t get many takers.


I crossed wrestling off my possible career prospects list without even trying to pursue it and, at the grand old age of eleven, I decided to focus on rugby instead. I didn’t consider being a boxer at that point because, although I was at the boxing gym most days and it was what so many of my male relatives did, I didn’t take it for granted or assume it would be my future. It was just a hobby and something other members of my family were known for.


My dad didn’t encourage me to get in the ring either, but he didn’t dissuade me when I started showing an interest. As a little kid, I would watch him go out in the evenings, and one day I asked Mum where he was going; she said he was running. When he came back, he would walk through the house and go outside, and I wondered what he was doing then. One night, I followed him when he got back from his run, and he went into the garage, where he had a big boxing bag and some mittens. He put them on and began to bang away, hitting the bag non-stop. I started to go out running with him and, after a while, I followed him into the garage too and sat and watched him. I loved spending time with him, but I was also fascinated by his routine. To begin with I timed him on the bag and then I started hitting the bag too. In an instant, I got the bug and wanted to do it every day. When I wasn’t playing rugby, I would be boxing whenever I could, and if I couldn’t do either, I would be watching the Rocky films and cheering on Sylvester Stallone as the magnificent boxing role model Rocky Balboa.


As we were both showing an interest, Dad took Roman and me to Sports Direct when Roman was about ten and I was eight. He bought us a pair of yellow Lonsdale boxing gloves each. I will never forget them. When we came home, thrilled with our new kit, Roman and I started sparring in the front room and I ended up with a bloody nose. I was wearing a yellow T-shirt and the front of it turned red, which looked pretty dramatic. I ran into the kitchen and Mum was beside herself, but I wasn’t put off. We would spar every day and practise not flinching. It’s a lot harder than you might think, but I wouldn’t suggest you try – just take it from me. The only way to overcome it is with a lot of experience, and I clearly remember the first time I stopped flinching a few years later. I was training non-stop at this point, a lot more than Roman was because he hadn’t yet decided to make it his career, but in the ring, I was still unable to stop the reflex response. My sparring partner threw a punch, and I watched his fist coming towards me as I moved my head to avoid it. I didn’t look down and I didn’t break eye contact with my opponent. It was a massive breakthrough, and I raced home. I couldn’t wait to show Roman what I had learned.


‘Roman, spar with me, I have got something to show you!’ I wanted to make sure it wasn’t just a fluke.


‘You’ve stopped flinching!’ he said after we had thrown a few punches. ‘How did you do that?!’ He couldn’t believe it. I could tell he was jealous of my new skill.


Boxing has always been in me. Ever since I was very young, when I started tapping around and hitting my dad’s hands, it has been there for me. I grew up in the gym, training with my brothers and cousins. That was when Roman and I saw the rest of our family on our dad’s side. We lived in Salford, and they were in Wilmslow, so the gym was our meeting place, and we went there most days. It was also our playground: a place to train together, hang out and then go and get food afterwards. We were a band of brothers.


Looking back on the first ten years of my life, I can see how lucky I was to have the love and support of a big family. There is no better foundation for a child. We didn’t have very much money and I definitely wasn’t spoiled, but I wanted for nothing. The best times were when I was with my parents, grandparents, brothers and best mates. That was unbeatable. I didn’t need anyone else and, other than sport, had no other interests, but I was happy. I had no idea that what was around the corner was going to shake my little world to its core and threaten to capsize our strong family life.
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The Prison Years




All of a sudden, this life was over. The realisation of what Dad’s prison sentence meant, not just to him but to us too, took a while to sink in, and when it did, I felt a sadness I had not experienced in my young life.





I was ten when my dad went to prison. One weekend, Roman and I were watching TV and Dad came home, about 9 p.m., with scratches on his face and his top ripped. I remember staring at him in confusion before Mum instructed us to stay in the front room and not to move, which was pretty hard to do considering how Dad had just turned up. I couldn’t resist taking a sneaky peek, and I put my head around the door to see Mum with antiseptic wipes, dabbing at the cuts on Dad’s face and cleaning the blood up. He went upstairs for a shower and then he left. Nothing was said.


While we were used to Dad going away for work, I knew something was up after a month or so. This was the longest time he had been absent and the last time we’d seen him he had looked really rough. What on earth was going on?


‘Why is Dad away for so long? Where is he working? When will he be home?’ I asked Mum. I knew she would be straight with me, but I didn’t expect the response I got.


‘He got into a fight, and it caused a bit of trouble, so he is on remand, which basically means he is going to be in a sort of prison until his case comes to court, but there is nothing to worry about because he is going to win and will be home very soon.’ She seemed pretty sure about that.


‘Oh, OK,’ I said, ‘can I watch telly?’ It was a hard and weird concept to get my head around, and I was very young, so it was easier not to think too deeply and I didn’t dwell on it. I just waited for him to return.


Mum was incredibly strong. She spent a lot of time on the phone dealing with lawyers and navigating the prison system, but I never saw her cry – she was so good at remaining cheerful and keeping everything going for us. Her calm, measured approach helped me take the situation in my stride. When the court date came around, we were at school. I was excited at the thought that Dad might be home by the time we got back, but when Mum picked us up, she was on her own and I braced myself for bad news.


‘What happened, Mum? Where is Dad?’ I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.


‘He’s got to stay in jail for a while longer.’ She was careful not to overwhelm Roman and me with the awfulness of it all immediately. I think she was trying to come to terms with it herself. I didn’t ask how long he would be away, because any amount of time would be too much. I was silent for a while before I asked my standard school pick-up question.


‘Oh, OK. What’s for tea?’


Dad had been sentenced to twelve years. Of course, the truth is not quite as it appeared in the press or on the internet. He was made out to be a thug and a lunatic, which isn’t the case. He got into a fight at a car auction because of a long running grudge and it got out of hand. The family couldn’t believe he had been sent down for so long and my young brain couldn’t compute that length of time: it just sounded like forever. Dad appealed and they cut his sentence to eleven years, but that didn’t seem any shorter to me. I couldn’t imagine him not being there for the rest of my childhood and teenage years. How was I going to cope without seeing him every day? I already missed him so much, sometimes it felt like a physical ache.


Dad started his sentence in Strangeways Prison, which was a tough place to be. Mum visited him a couple of times a week and we would go with her every Saturday. When I think about it, it was a crazy experience, but as a kid you have a very different response from the one I would have now if I stepped inside a prison. All I really focused on was seeing my dad – that was all I cared about, and I didn’t take much notice of who or what was around me.


We had to arrive at the prison about forty-five minutes before our allotted visiting time and go to a separate building to sign in. From there we were walked to the jail and would endure a series of body searches with our belongings in a tray, just like security at airports. We went through several gates and at each section a big shutter came down and we had more checks before we were allowed to proceed. At the end, we were ushered through a door into a massive hall where all the prisoners sat waiting for their visitors.


The first time I saw Dad there was so much to take in. I couldn’t believe he was standing in front of me, and we were allowed to hug and kiss him before we sat down. We only had an hour, so we told him what we had been up to. There was a shop behind a little hatch where you could buy sandwiches, chocolate and drinks. Roman and I always got something to eat, and while Mum and Dad chatted about lawyers and legal plans, we would flick the lid of a drinks bottle to each other. Dad was on one side of the table and we were on the other, and we weren’t allowed to reach over. We knew we had to be well-behaved or else. I don’t know what the else was, but the prison guards didn’t look like fun. The hour was up all too fast and we hugged and kissed goodbye until the next week. In between visits, Dad was allowed to call once a day.


Dad was, and still is, the joker of our family. He is great company, a real laugh and an off-the-cuff sort of man who would surprise us at the most unexpected moments. I loved his spontaneity: we could get up for breakfast and he would change the course of the day’s events with the promise of a road trip to Wales when he got home from work. Or we might be sitting around the table having tea and he would come in and announce that we needed to be up bright and early the following morning for a five-hour drive because we were taking the caravan to Cornwall. Nana and Grandad would usually join us too. I couldn’t wait for these last-minute holidays: they were so exciting, and we never knew where we would end up. Mum was always well up for it too, and would go along with his madcap arrangements as long as it fitted into the school schedule or was at a time when we wouldn’t be missed for a day or two. She understood the education system better than Dad, and didn’t agree to us bunking off whenever he fancied a minibreak.


All of a sudden, this life was over. The realisation of what Dad’s prison sentence meant, not just to him but to us too, took a while to sink in, and when it did, I felt a sadness I had not experienced in my young life. I know a lot of children deal with their parents divorcing and not being able to see their dads every day, but many can still meet up, visit at the weekend or pick up the phone. We couldn’t, and that came to be one of the hardest things about that time. There were days when I was very aware of his absence and what he and we were missing out on. It meant that I looked forward to the times I did see him or speak to him, and I didn’t take them for granted. It wasn’t in great circumstances or against the best backdrop, but the way I felt on the morning of a prison visit, knowing we would spend an hour with him, or when he was on day release and came home to hang out with us, made my heart burst with pleasure, and that was the silver lining of a very dark cloud: it made me appreciate the time we had together.


Before Dad went to prison, he would take us to the gym at his brother Peter’s holiday home park in Warrington where Tyson and my cousin Hughie trained, so we were all there together. Tyson was doing brilliantly, and Hughie was an amazing boxer too who had won the World Amateur Championships and was turning professional. Without Dad, my uncle Peter stepped in and took on Tyson’s training as well as working with Roman and me. Mum dropped us off there after school and we would work out for a couple of hours. She hung around and waited for us, popping into Makro, the wholesale supermarket, to pass the time. I thank her for near enough everything in my life because she would take me to every single training session when Dad was in jail and I was too young to get the bus. She made sure that whatever time it was, she got me there. Without her support, I couldn’t have done it. I don’t think she realised this was going to be my career, or how seriously I wanted to take it: she was just ferrying her son to his hobby, something he enjoyed doing. But I was beginning to wonder if this was my destiny, particularly as my education was in freefall.
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