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      INTRODUCTION:

      
      BRITAIN’S STEVE MCQUEEN

      
      Precious few British male actors have climbed so far up the greasy pole of the American film industry as quickly as Jason Statham.
         In the past, being wooed by major Hollywood studios was the preserve of great thespians such as Laurence Olivier and Alec
         Guinness or stylish leading men from Cary Grant to Michael Caine.
      

      
      Arguably, British men dominated the industry in the 1960s, led by the likes of Alan Bates, Richard Burton, Albert Finney and
         Terence Stamp, but generally home-grown Hollywood talent took over in the 1970s – Jack Nicholson, Al Pacino, Dustin Hoffman,
         Robert De Niro – and the 1980s: Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis and so on.
      

      
      More recently, the British stars of youthful movies such as Harry Potter (Daniel Radcliffe) and the Twilight vampire saga (Robert Pattinson) have been hugely successful. But, aside from the most famous long-running UK film franchise – with its almost royal lineage of actors, from Sean Connery to Daniel Craig, who have played James Bond – few
         British men have established themselves as major stars in Los Angeles.
      

      
      It is significant that in the last eighty years, since the ritual began, only thirteen Britons have claimed cinema’s ultimate
         prize, a ‘Best Actor’ Academy Award: Charles Laughton, Robert Donat, Ray Milland, Ronald Colman (twice), Laurence Olivier
         (twice), Alec Guinness, David Niven, Rex Harrison, Paul Scofield, Ben Kingsley, Anthony Hopkins, Jeremy Irons and Daniel Day
         Lewis (twice). Most of these men were classically trained and the majority spoke in Home Counties-style English. There has
         been no shortage of famous English Oscar nominees – diversely talented characters speaking in a variety of dialects including
         Peter Sellers, Michael Caine, Albert Finney, John Hurt, Tom Courtenay, Ian McKellen, Bob Hoskins, Ralph Fiennes, Jude Law
         and Colin Firth – but none of them managed to grab the golden statue. Perhaps this says something about the attitude of the
         Academy towards British men? Maybe they are so hooked on the ‘proper’ English accent as delivered by actors from Laughton
         and Olivier through to Hugh Grant, that they fail to appreciate the different vowel sounds of Britons born outside the Home
         Counties? Are they just prejudiced against the lower classes?
      

      
      But it’s also interesting to note that many of the Oscar-nominated English actors born north of Watford or west of Surrey
         were nevertheless dramatically trained at RADA (London’s Royal Academy of Dramatic Art), including the Salford lad Albert
         Finney, Hull’s Tom Courtenay and Chester-field’s John Hurt. All three were following in the famous footsteps of classical actors such as Charles Laughton, Trevor Howard and Ralph Fiennes.
      

      
      Of the precious few who weren’t RADA-trained, Michael Caine joined the Westminster Rep Company, Ben Kingsley studied at the
         University of Salford, Jude Law and Daniel Day Lewis developed their talents with the National Youth Theatre, Jeremy Irons
         started out at the Bristol Old Vic, and Colin Firth enlisted at the Drama Centre in London.
      

      
      In fact, of all the male, English contenders for Oscars in recent history, arguably only the Lancastrian Ian McKellen and
         the cockney Bob Hoskins have successfully made the journey to Hollywood without any formal theatrical training whatsoever.
         To this extraordinary and exclusive list we can now add the name of Jason Statham. Within little more than a decade, without
         any dramatic coaching and with a voice like an East End bouncer gargling gravel, Jason has rapidly developed into one of Britain’s
         most successful film stars and arguably, ahead of Daniel Craig, he has become the first truly working-class action-adventure
         hero these islands have produced.
      

      
      Some would argue that, in the 21st century, action-adventure heroes have become an old-fashioned, out-dated concept; a throwback
         to the dark days of the 1980s when on-screen warriors such as John Rambo and Rocky Balboa ruled the earth. Could it be true,
         as some Hollywood critics have claimed, that Jason Statham is indeed the last action hero? Perhaps, but he would probably
         disagree with the title and might prefer the phrase ‘accidental action hero’.
      

      
      ‘Where did America’s toughs guy go?’ the USA magazine Variety asked recently.
      

      
      ‘Not so long ago, Hollywood’s male stars were men’s men. Think John Wayne, Robert Mitchum, Humphrey Bogart and Steve McQueen …’
      

      
      You could add in the names of other American action stars from the 1980s and 1990s – Harrison Ford, Mel Gibson and Samuel
         L. Jackson – but, during the first decade of the 21st century, things changed dramatically in Hollywood.
      

      
      Before the release of The Expendables in the summer of 2010, big-budget all-action movies had become a thing of the past. In economically challenging times, LA
         studios increasingly focused their finances on animated films, such as Toy Story and Shrek, light-hearted escapist historical adventures (Pirates of the Caribbean) and superhero stories (Iron Man, Batman, Spiderman). As a result, computer-generated imagery (CGI) and 3-D had become more appealing and exciting to cinema-goers than realistic
         action sequences; threatening the extinction of the old-style American tough-guy characters.
      

      
      As Variety also observed, ‘These days, studios are hard-pressed to find home-grown traditional male leads to carry their pictures. Their
         star rosters include countless boy-men who, even after they turn forty, are less than credible macho movie stars.’ One old-time
         Hollywood producer, Robert Relyea, backed up Variety’s verdict. Having worked with Steve McQueen on Bullitt and The Magnificent Seven, Relyea complained that now ‘You’ve got copycats trying to be McQueen but they don’t get it. McQueen didn’t give a damn who
         his make-up man was. It’s not fashionable for actors to be all-American men now.’
      

      
      If you scan the current star ratings, you’ll see that Relyea’s conclusion is supported by the box-office receipts for Hollywood’s
         major male actors over the last few years. None of the five big US star attractions – Leonardo DiCaprio, Brad Pitt, Johnny Depp, Will Smith and George Clooney – would argue that they were action heroes, and behind them there is a strangely
         diverse mix of characters including Robert Downey Jnr (Iron Man, Sherlock Holmes), Robert Pattinson, Daniel Radcliffe and (Avatar star) Sam Worthington.
      

      
      Increasingly, America has looked across the Atlantic for tough-guy characters to fill the vacuum in ‘men’s men’, courting
         brawny Brits such as Gerard Butler (who starred in the Spartan epic 300) and the brooding Christian Bale as Batman in The Dark Knight.
      

      
      But aside from Sylvester Stallone – the veteran Rocky and Rambo creator, who battled his way back to the top of the listings with The Expendables – the only top-twenty Hollywood actor who could justifiably and convincingly be branded as a ‘credible macho movie star’
         is surely Jason Statham.
      

      
      Over the past decade Jason has been on an incredible journey from the hustling streets of South London to the high life in
         the Hollywood Hills and Malibu beach. The son of a market trader, he became an international diver and later a male model,
         before breaking into acting by playing a key role in Lock Stock & Two Smoking Barrels. This was the first of a series of films on which he worked with the maverick young British director Guy Ritchie (who would
         later become more famous as the husband of Madonna). Such was the closeness of the relationship between Statham and Ritchie
         that one journalist even wrote ‘You begin to think that Guy Ritchie has based five movies all around this man … he is
         the man Guy Ritchie wants to be.’
      

      
      Jason would strongly disagree with this, but he would certainly credit Guy with giving him the chance of a lifetime, initially
         setting him on course for Hollywood. ‘In Britain they don’t make action movies except for the Bond franchise, and that’s one of the reasons I’m in the States,’ he would say in
         2008. ‘I stuck around in England for years, but I never got an offer to make any film over there, except with my good mate
         Guy Ritchie. I don’t know why the people who make films in the UK haven’t embraced me. I think they like people who have fallen
         out of RADA and come from a traditional background. But we’re happy; we’re cooking along.’
      

      
      The partnership with Ritchie, professionally and personally, played a huge part in Jason’s transformation from London lad
         to Hollywood hero. When he moved to Los Angeles in 2000 – with his then-girlfriend, the model, TV presenter and actress Kelly
         Brook – Ritchie’s and Madonna’s connections, and the post-Snatch friendships he developed with everyone from Vinnie Jones to Brad Pitt, enabled Jason to break into Hollywood films. His early
         supporting roles in Turn It Up and Ghosts of Mars began to convince producers that he had the charisma and screen presence to deliver a leading role.
      

      
      Through meeting his manager Steve Chasman, and working with Chasman’s Ace Media clients Jet Li and Corey Yuen, Jason began
         to reveal his extraordinary talents as a martial artist and an action man, proving that he was physically and mentally strong
         enough to take on the most demanding challenges. Together with the innovative French writer/director Luc Besson, they created
         The Transporter (2002), introducing a new generation of cinema-goers to the mysterious and fascinating action hero Frank Martin.
      

      
      As many critics suggested, the Transporter and Bourne franchises propelled action movies into the new millennium, even prompting more traditional but successful adventures – including the James Bond films – to update their style, make lead characters more universal and modern in their appeal, and
         increase the realistic quality of the stunts.
      

      
      Significantly, the San Francisco Chronicle stated that Jason’s debut performance as The Transporter was reminiscent of old-style Hollywood action and Western heroes such as Clint Eastwood and John Wayne: ‘As mercenary Frank
         in the original Transporter, Statham found his ideal role: a tough loner with a glimmer of humanity, like an old-time gunfighter. Even with his English
         accent, you could easily see this actor riding with the Magnificent Seven.’
      

      
      Jason built on the cult success of the first Transporter with sequels in 2004 and 2008. He also starred as an adrenaline-fuelled action man with a great sense of humour in two hyperactively
         mad Crank films in 2006 and 2008.
      

      
      But he has also appeared in a wide variety of other genre films over the past decade, including the sporting prison adventure
         Mean Machine, the psychological thriller Cellular, the art-house independent feature London, the police-corruption drama Chaos, martial arts movies The One and War, the children’s fantasy feature In the Name of the King and the gritty British crime story The Bank Job. Plus, there have been diverse cameos in Collateral, The Pink Panther and 13.
      

      
      Along the way, Jason seems to have deliberately developed an enigmatic, man-of-mystery image both on and off the screen. Outside
         of his inner circle of family and friends, no one really knows what drives the actor relentlessly onwards and upwards. The
         very public break-up of his long-term relationship with Kelly Brook sparked a tabloid feeding-frenzy in 2004, reinforcing
         his determination to keep his personal world truly private. As a result, he has rarely been interviewed about his life away from the film set, preferring
         to let the acting and the action speak for themselves.
      

      
      If you wanted to highlight the key moments when Jason quickly stepped up from inexperienced actor and apprentice star into
         Hollywood’s big league then, for different reasons, you would point to three films: The Italian Job, Death Race and The Expendables.
      

      
      In the 2003 remake of The Italian Job, his role as the fast-driving ladies’ man Handsome Rob brought him to the attention of a huge American and international
         audience; the film grossed over $175million at the box office. Although Universal Pictures’ 2008 movie Death Race wasn’t as commercially triumphant, it nevertheless proved Jason could front a major studio Hollywood film, deliver a more
         complex emotional performance and, above all, showcase his unique stunt-driving action-man skills and his extraordinary physique.
         Significantly, the original – highly controversial – Death Race 2000 had starred Sylvester Stallone alongside David Carradine.
      

      
      In 2009, when Stallone was looking for that rarest of creatures, a credible 21st-century macho Hollywood movie star, he naturally
         called up Jason Statham. As Stallone said of the rest of his cast of revitalised Expendables, ‘We’re old, we’re like head
         waiters at the Last Supper … we had a dinosaur as a heli-pad.’ In Jason – who had always admired Sly’s work as Rocky and
         Rambo – Stallone found his present-day action hero; someone current and convincing who could bring in a more youthful audience
         and even attract a few women to this often male-biased cinema genre. For these reasons, Jason received second billing in the
         press and publicity among an all-star cast of action goliaths.
      

      
      Over the years, depending on your personal viewpoint, Jason has either been incredibly fortunate or exceptionally shrewd and
         perceptive in terms of the productions he has become involved with. Clearly his decision-making process has been based on
         original ideas, strong scripts, visionary directors, clever casting and great creative teams, but the real evidence of his
         success is obvious from the on-screen company he has been keeping. He worked alongside Stallone, Bruce Willis, Arnold Schwarzenegger
         and Mickey Rourke in The Expendables, Rourke again in 13, Robert De Niro and Clive Owen in The Killer Elite, Brad Pitt and Benicio del Toro in Snatch, Tom Cruise in Collateral, Jet Li in The One and War, Kim Basinger in Cellular, Mark Wahlberg, Charlize Theron and Donald Sutherland in The Italian Job, Ben Foster and Sutherland again in The Mechanic, Ian McShane and Joan Allen in Death Race, and Chris Evans and Jessica Biel in London.
      

      
      Whereas most actors who have achieved Jason’s level of success and fame might expect nominations for major film awards, he
         has always been incredibly self-deprecating and light-hearted in his attitude towards his career. Perhaps he underestimates
         his own onscreen talent? More importantly, he has earned great respect from many of the big-league producers and directors
         he has worked with. For example, the Frenchman Olivier Megaton, who directed Transporter 3, commented that, ‘In my eyes, Jason’s becoming the new Bruce Willis. He has incredible charisma and he’s so physical. He’s
         also a very instinctive actor. He doesn’t need to talk – his eyes convey all the emotions he needs to get across.’
      

      
      Roger Donaldson, director of The Bank Job (2008), observed that ‘Jason’s like a British Steve McQueen. There’s a really great brooding sort of quality about him. He does a
         lot with a little, and he’s very charismatic. He’s not like anyone else that I know of on screen.’
      

      
      Herein lie Jason’s strength as a film star. Those who originally believed he was just another British supporting actor in
         a long-line of loveable ‘cor blimey’ cockney outlaws, have completely misjudged him. The art of cinema, in contrast to television
         dramas and soap operas, is to show rather than tell what’s going on; on the big screen it’s all about revelation rather than explanation. Although Jason’s natural
         acting style is sometimes, in a lazy but extremely complimentary way, compared to that of Michael Caine or Bob Hoskins, he
         has proved himself to be a much more physical actor with a host of admirable stuntman disciplines in his armoury.
      

      
      This is one of the main reasons he has impressed 1980s action heroes such as Stallone and Willis, and also why he has been
         courted by major-league movie producers such as Harvey Weinstein. As GQ’s Dylan Jones astutely observed, Jason Statham is the ideal man to have onboard your movie in economically challenging times:
         ‘He’s the Warren Buffett of the big screen; a nervous studio exec’s cast-iron talisman for a healthy return on a hefty investment.’
      

      
      From Rudolph Valentino to James Dean, from Paul Newman and Steve McQueen to Brad Pitt and Johnny Depp, the most famous film
         actors have always been classic pin-ups boasting perfect hair and Hollywood smiles, chiselled jaws and well-defined cheek
         bones. In total contrast, Jason is a very different, arguably more modern, kind of everyman movie star.
      

      
      
      As Simon Lewis of the Daily Mail wrote, ‘He’s got the hard-knock background, sandpaper voice and steely physique that means box-office receipts in Iowa, Singapore
         or Tbilisi.’ ‘Jason Statham is on the cusp of becoming the biggest action star of his generation,’ proclaimed the Sydney Morning Herald in July 2008. ‘Sylvester Stallone thinks so and the thirty-five-year-old from south-east London has been hailed as a latter-day
         Steve McQueen – tough and rough but still a total charmer.’
      

      
      GQ magazine agreed: ‘Jason Statham’s voice marks him immediately not so much as an alpha male, but as an alpha bloke … it’s
         gravelly but melodic in that working-class Brit way.’ In 2008, Jason admitted that his hard day’s night growl comes from ‘lots
         of smoking and drinking’.
      

      
      It’s this man-of-the-people, blue-collar quality, combined with his unconventional lived-in appealing features, that has been
         central to his success and contributed to Jason’s seemingly universal appeal. Aside from playing ass-kicking heroes and world-saving
         action men he has always come across as a down-to-earth, unpretentious character, both on screen and in the flesh. He has
         never taken himself too seriously, he distances himself from some of the crazy and unrealistic action roles he plays, and
         he seems to enjoy meeting his audience because it gives them the chance ‘to realise that you are just one of them, that you
         are just a normal bloke’.
      

      
      Physically, Jay (as he is known to close friends) or ‘The Stath’ (as he is often branded by admiring men’s fitness magazines)
         looks very different from many of his A-list contemporaries. Most movie stars, such as DiCaprio, Pitt, Depp and Clooney, are
         blessed with fine heads of hair. The follically-challenged Bruce Willis comparison obviously comes from the fact that both Jason and Bruce share the same ‘grass-doesn’t-grow-on-a-busy-street’ hairdresser and, like the Die Hard hero, Jason has always been more than happy to make fun of his own crazy baldhead image.
      

      
      He has stated that he ‘maintains the stubble on his chin to make up for what he lacks on his head’, and when the US chat-show
         host Jay Leno first showed the poster for The Expendables on American television, Jason remarked, ‘It looks like a hair-loss commercial.’ His Expendables co-star Dolph Lundgren was asked if it was ironic that the youngest Expendable was the only one who seemed to be losing his
         hair? ‘You mean Jason Statham?’ Dolph laughed. ‘Well I don’t know if he’s losing it or it’s just cut short. In the old days,
         warriors used to have long hair. The power was in the hair, now it’s the opposite.’
      

      
      In the few films in which Jason has either grown some hair or had to wear a wig, notably Revolver and London, he hasn’t looked like himself at all. He even admitted, ‘Yeah, it’s funny to adopt a bit of head hair.’ The greasy, lank,
         long locks and drooping moustache he wore as Jake Green in Revolver made him look like a bad bassist in a 1970s prog-rock band, while the sleek-haired debauched currency-trader style of toupee
         worn as Bateman in London seemed to add to the unsympathetic, angry and unappealing nature of the role.
      

      
      The bald truth is that the shaven head, combined with the heavy-stubbled face, has become a powerful, often fearsome, image
         in most of Jason’s films; it has helped present him as a believable working-class hero, a vulnerable tough guy, a loner who
         can definitely take care of himself. If it has become something of a calling card in his cinematic roles, it has also influenced
         his encounters with the tabloids and the paparazzi. ‘It’s hard because I’ve got a recognisable bald head,’ he has complained. Perhaps, as a result of being so easily identified,
         he has been heard to shout ‘Oi scumbags!’ at predatory press photographers.
      

      
      Amusingly, when Seth Rogen was asked if he felt like an action hero, having been one of the voices for Kung Fu Panda, he joked, ‘Oh sure … Jason Statham, I’m tougher than that guy’ before nervously reconsidering his statement and quietly
         admitting, ‘He’ll kill me, that guy’ll actually murder me! I’ll have a big shiny bald head smashed into my nose!’ Laughing
         at this, Jason seemed to confirm Rogan’s worst fears: ‘It’s funny … I know where he lives so I’m gonna go round and do
         his windows for him!’ He didn’t mean with a bucket and sponge.
      

      
      The tough-guy aura may be why Jason is more popular with female audiences than many of his hard-knock peerage. He has certainly
         developed a huge male and female fan-base. When he was interviewed on the Lopez Tonight American TV show, the host George Lopez told him that ‘Dudes like you and women love you’, to which Jason replied, ‘They must need glasses.’ And, in modest response to suggestions that, even as a male model,
         he had looked quite scary, Jason laughed and said, ‘I’ve just got a really bad smile … I go for the scowl instead.’
      

      
      American journalists – female members of the press, in particular – have always found Jason to be a fascinating but charming
         subject. One described a meeting with him as like a ‘one-man pub crowd on fight night … lots of volume, some cheering
         here and there, plenty of jabs in the air and a dazzling array of casual obscenities’. Having observed him in Death Race, Chrissy Iley of The Times wrote that ‘you can’t take your eyes off Statham. It’s an intense and internal performance that works well with the hyper-speed action. And you
         can’t take your eyes off his body either. His torso is a work of art.’
      

      
      It is stating the obvious, but Jason’s body has always been one of his greatest strengths, not to mention his talents as a
         driver, a diver and a martial artist. Although in his early Guy Ritchie films, Lock Stock & Two Smoking Barrels and Snatch, he wasn’t required to impose himself physically on any action in the story; by and large, he left that side of the business
         to Vinnie Jones or Brad Pitt. But from the turn of the millennium onwards, Jason’s extremely high level of fitness and his
         willingness to execute the most dangerous of stunts have taken him to a unique place in the film industry.
      

      
      While his contemporaries seem content to allow stunt doubles to do their dirty work, Jason has embraced the challenge in the
         old-fashioned action-man style of some of his heroes such as Clint Eastwood, Steve McQueen and, particularly, Bruce Lee, feeling
         that he could convey a greater sense of realism by performing the action scenes himself.
      

      
      With great intensity and determination, for Death Race he trained hard with an ex-member of the US Special Forces and literally transformed his body into a fat-free weapon. ‘Anyone
         who’s been an athlete at a certain level knows how to sacrifice and be disciplined and train hard and learn new skill,’ he
         told Helen Barlow of the Sydney Morning Herald, as if this ‘The Stath’-style physique was somehow within every man’s reach. ‘I can do it very quickly because I have that
         mentality and focus.’ This single-minded commitment to his career was developed in his formative years, watching actors such as Kirk Douglas in Spartacus and Robert De Niro in Raging Bull.
      

      
      Jason has often spoken of his opposition to, and disappointment with, films which rely too heavily on CGI, preferring realistic-looking
         stunts that are shot by the cameras rather than ‘keyed in’ during the post-production process. This courageous approach has
         been in evidence in most of his action film roles, particularly the three Transporter films, the two Crank films, the martial arts movies with Jet Li and, of course, The Expendables. ‘I’m like a human bowling ball,’ he has admitted. ‘I’m always nursing an injury or two but you become immune to the feeling.’
      

      
      Who but Jason Statham would agree to be filmed dangling from a helicopter by a thin wire 3,000 feet over Los Angeles? Or participate
         in 160mph car chases? Who else would jump a jet-ski from a river onto a road and then leap onto the back of a moving school
         bus, just to create an authentic-looking sequence? Or get centrally involved in choreographed but dangerous martial arts battles?
      

      
      ‘There’s a great reward in doing it yourself,’ Jason has said. ‘There’s no substitute. On-screen they’re going to see it’s
         me. You can tell from the fear within me … the eyes get all glazed, there’s adrenaline in your veins.’
      

      
      Despite his growing pay packet and, inevitably, the increasing costs of insuring him, Jason famously remains the most athletic
         and most active of action men. This sets him apart from the competition and – even though he has got many other strings to
         his bow – has clearly made him a unique commodity in 21st-century Hollywood. ‘People like to have a label on you and it makes
         them know what you are,’ he once observed. ‘I wouldn’t really call myself an action star in any of those [Guy Ritchie films]. I’ve done quite a few films that aren’t generated by me kicking the crap out of everybody.
         It’s just that people just see the ones that really excite them, and they go, “Ahh, you’re the action guy.” I think it also
         has a lot to do with … there ain’t many people that actually can do it. In my experience, I haven’t seen many film actors
         that can justifiably do what I can. It must be my misspent youth.’
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE:

      
      THE MAKING OF THE MAN

      
      In the Transporter films, Frank Martin emerged as a darkly fascinating, enigmatic and mysterious character. If Clint Eastwood’s unshaven gun-slinging
         stranger was the Man With No Name, then Jason Statham’s portrayal of this uncommunicative, fast-driving, street-fighting hero
         would qualify as the Man With No Past.
      

      
      In the original Transporter movie, the heroine Lai (played by Shu Qi) was seen exploring Frank’s Riviera home, finding a box of old photographs, perhaps
         on the brink of making a discovery about Frank Martin’s formative years and his unspoken history. Moments later, all the evidence
         went up in flames. Throughout all three Transporter films we would never learn anything more about Frank’s wild early years.
      

      
      If you tried to research Jason Statham’s early life – the life he experienced before he became a leading light in Guy Ritchie’s
         films Lock Stock & Two Smoking Barrels and Snatch, the years before he became an A-list Hollywood leading man – you’d feel exactly like Lai did about Frank Martin; intrigued,
         fascinated, attracted and yet always frustrated in terms of who or what he really is and where he has come from. It remains
         a modern-day mystery. How on earth did this English, working-class boy – who, by his own admission, used to sell knock-off
         perfumes and jewellery on the streets of London, who used to be a high-board competitive diver for the English team – transform
         himself into one of the most successful global film stars of the early 21st-century?
      

      
      In films, all dramatic creations have a back-story; a detailed explanation of their past and present, provided by a novelist
         or screenwriter outlining imagined key events from childhood and beyond. Back-stories are designed to help actors understand
         where their character has come from, what their motivation is and where the hell they’re going. They inform the performance,
         make sense of the life decisions each character takes and dictate the way they respond to certain circumstances. The classic
         example would be Ian Fleming’s biographical details of James Bond’s background; a Commander in the Secret Services (MI6),
         born to Scottish banker Andrew Bond and his Swiss wife Monique Delacroix, educated at Sunningdale, Eton and Sandhurst, and
         with a family motto of Orbis non sufficit (the world is not enough).
      

      
      If or when someone comes to play the extraordinary, uneven role of Jason Statham in a biopic, they’ll find the mainly-untold
         back-story confusing and contradictory; like looking at a larger-than-life personality through the wrong end of a telescope;
         as if the protective layers create greater distance rather than welcome closer attention. Clearly, pursued by modern bounty
         hunters – those chasing packs of celebrity-raking tabloid journalists – he has carefully covered his tracks, brushing over his footsteps in interviews, rarely
         talking in detail about who he really is and where he has come from. Out of necessity, like Frank Martin, Jason has chosen
         to be a man of few words.
      

      
      Perhaps this has been his wisest career move of all. The history of Hollywood is made up of actors and actresses who have
         revealed too much of themselves on and off the screen, carelessly displaying their personal weaknesses and limitations to
         the cinema-going world. They can be viewed as one-dimensional and their careers can become typecast – in, for example, the
         way Hugh Grant or Jennifer Aniston so often play parts in romantic comedies, or Steven Seagal and Jean-Claude Van Damme have
         repeatedly appeared in action movies – or, worse still, they can end up playing themselves in ever-less-challenging, predictable
         or unsatisfying roles.
      

      
      In many ways it has always proved more fascinating to keep the book closed, like the reclusive Greta Garbo. Mystery enhances
         star-status and prevents critics and therapists from reading too much into any performance. Given the enigmatic, mostly unknown
         character that Jason Statham is, it should come as no surprise that even the beginnings of his life are open to some conjecture
         and confusion. Most sources suggest that he was born on 12 September 1972 in Sydenham, in the London Borough of Lewisham.
         But, as he never says much about his childhood in interviews, piecing together the early years of Jason’s life is somewhat
         like wandering, lost, in a maze.
      

      
      A Chicago Tribune profile, for example, contained the sentence ‘Statham was born in Sydenham, England, and moved around the country from an
         early age with his parents’. But conflicting information from other sources, one of which is the British Film Institute website, suggests that Jason was born
         on the same date, but in the mining community of Shirebrook in Derbyshire. A small market town in the Bolsover District of
         north-east Derbyshire on the border with Nottinghamshire, Shirebrook proudly celebrates Jason as one of the town’s most famous
         sons, alongside the 1966 England World Cup-winning full-back Ray Wilson and the actor John Hurt (whose father was once vicar
         of the Holy Trinity Parish Church). Close to Mansfield and Chesterfield, the town’s fortunes rose and fell with the colliery,
         which opened in 1896 and closed in 1993.
      

      
      Wherever Jason was born, it seems to be the case that his childhood years were split between Shirebrook, south-east London
         and Great Yarmouth. Described in some profiles as being ‘Derbyshire at heart’, but claimed as a loyal Nottingham Forest fan
         – probably because of the unfashionable club’s great European Cup successes under Brian Clough during his childhood – Jason
         would spend most of his secondary-school years at Great Yarmouth Grammar School. There, he would begin to excel on the sports
         field, and particularly in the swimming pool, where he would develop the skills that would give him his first real taste of
         success.
      

      
      But south-east London definitely also played an important part in Jason’s formative years. At some point as a teenager he
         lived in Sydenham, south of Camberwell and Dulwich, while training as a diver at the nearby Crystal Palace National Sports
         Centre. The area was clearly close to his heart and he felt at home there: years later, in the mid-to-late 1990s, he would
         live in Sydenham with his beautiful girlfriend, the model Kelly Brook.
      

      
      
      Born to a market tradesman and a seamstress, Jason has been keen to protect his and his family’s right to privacy. He has
         avoided revealing too much about his past – defending intrusive questions with guile and grace – and he remains protective
         of those closest to him. When he was interviewed by the US chat-show host Jay Leno in 2010, he talked briefly and humourously
         about his southeast London background. ‘Was it a tough area?’ asked Leno. ‘Yeah,’ replied Jason, ‘they weren’t exactly playing
         croquet and quaffing champagne at weekends … yeah, it’s near Brixton, pretty tough down there.’
      

      
      Given that he has been so guarded about his past, and defensive of those closest to him, very little is known about Jason’s
         parents or his older brother. He has regularly been described in profiles as the ‘second son of a lounge singer and dressmaker-turned-dancer’
         but his family’s working life was less glamorous than this sounded.
      

      
      Utilising the charm and charisma that his son would develop on screen, Jason’s father spent his time running the family business.
         During interviews over the years Jason has confirmed that his father worked on Yarmouth market, and that he either ran a bathroom
         stall or sold silver-plated trays, hi-fis, cameras, glassware and china – ‘liquidation goods’, as he once called them – on
         Sunday mornings.
      

      
      In his own words, ‘My father used to work in mock auctions, it’s sort of like a contest with prizes and big TVs. And I used
         to work in the back room, carrying things out. We had a shop on the east coast of England, which was governed by five or six
         of these mock auctions. When I was on summer vacation from school, I used to work in these shops with my dad and his friends,
         learning the ropes. When I left school I was working on the streets myself, selling jewellery and perfume.’
      

      
      ‘Mock auctions’ involved selling cheap, low-quality goods at inflated prices. The organisers would aim to attract a street
         audience, wind them up into a buying frenzy and get them to buy over-priced goods in the belief that they were, in fact, bargains.
         They would achieve this through clever marketing and by initially getting friends in the crowd to be seen purchasing higher-value
         goods at lower prices. A Westminster Council warning about mock auctions in 2006 noted that the ‘enthusiasm to bid is whipped
         up by a man with a microphone and an auctioneer’s hammer’.
      

      
      It’s not hard to imagine the impact these early adventures in this working world might have had on the young Jason. Clearly
         it’s where he first developed the gift of the gab and found the courage and confidence to express himself in a charming way.
         ‘It’s street theatre,’ he’d explain. ‘You have to make it entertaining so people don’t get bored and walk away.’
      

      
      The business played a big part in family life. Jason’s brother worked on the market and even Jason, when he wasn’t at school,
         was pitching in, helping out in the shops and on the stalls, picking up tips from his father.
      

      
      It isn’t difficult to see where Jason got his hustler instinct from. Weekends and holidays spent traipsing around after his
         father and working in the shop must have taught him all he needed to know about the art of selling. More than that, it must
         have instilled in him a real sense of self-made fortune.
      

      
      But it wasn’t just theatrical salesman skills that the family passed on to him. His parents were very musical and were also
         fond of ballroom dancing. Jason once told the New York Times that he had played drums in his family’s band with his brother on guitar and his father as lead singer. We also know that
         his parents later moved to the Canary Islands after Jason became successful and that his father began performing in a Sinatra-style
         cabaret act, ably assisted by Jason’s mother. ‘She’s a dancer, my dad’s a singer now,’ Jason said. ‘So they do this little
         double-act. They’re quite the couple. Tom Jones gets all the skimpy panties thrown at him when he sings, my dad gets the big
         apple-catcher underwear tossed on stage.’
      

      
      But that’s as far as Jason would ever go in conversations about his family. Admirably, he’s always been cautious about revealing
         too much. We only know that his family has been vital in supporting him on his extraordinary journey towards Hollywood fame.
         ‘My family’s great, like a rock to me,’ he once said. ‘I think it’s very important to keep in touch with people that mean
         a lot to you. It just seems like the time that I do get off, it is so important for me to go back and see my folks and friends.’
      

      
      At the height of his early success – when his second film Snatch came out in 2000 – Jason was asked what his parents and friends thought of his new career. He confirmed that, understandably,
         they had been extremely supportive of his work. He reveals, ‘You know, they think “Good on ya! Do as much as you can with
         it!” My parents are proud, obviously. Sometimes I have to pinch myself every time I’m in another film. It’s bizarre.’ Not
         coming from a ‘starry’ background has meant that Jason has always been able to keep in touch with the value systems of the
         world in which he grew up. That said, the rewards of film stardom and the trappings of fame have obviously affected the lives
         of those closest to him. In 2009, for example, it was reported that Jason’s parents were flying out to be with him at Planet Hollywood in Las Vegas to celebrate his father’s birthday. This was hardly the most ostentatious
         statement for the family to make, but it was nevertheless very different to – if not necessarily better than – beers and curry
         in Great Yarmouth.
      

      
      Although Jason would never train to be an actor – performing with the family band seems to be the only early indication of
         any hunger or craving for the limelight – his passion for films had always been there. ‘Well, as a kid, everyone wants to
         be in a film, but really it just came out of the blue,’ he once said. ‘It’s something I never dreamed I’d be doing, making
         movies.’
      

      
      Perhaps surprisingly, in his early years he was fond of musicals like On the Town and actors and dancers such as Gene Kelly and Donald O’Connor. ‘I used to watch musicals all the time when I was a kid. I
         love Singing in the Rain and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, West Side Story. I grew up on them. My mum and dad were fanatics on musicals. I don’t think they work now, although the romantic comedy side
         of me hasn’t been exposed.’
      

      
      Indeed, Jason’s working life would take quite a different path: despite this early fondness for song, dance and romance, his
         film career suggests he was primarily inspired by somewhat darker genres. Talking of this he admitted, ‘I actually never thought
         I’d get involved in action movies’, but growing up, he devoured tough-guy adventure films featuring his favourite actors;
         stars such as Kirk Douglas, Paul Newman, Steve McQueen, Charles Bronson and Clint Eastwood. ‘Kirk Douglas in Spartacus was my man when growing up,’ he once said. ‘I like Clint Eastwood, all those guys are the people that are in the movies I
         watch time and again: Cool Hand Luke and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. They’re the movies that I’ve been inspired by since I was a kid. People like movies for different reasons and I just think
         these are the kind of actors that both the girls and guys like. They’ve just got universal appeal.’
      

      
      They were filmstars who, either consciously or subconsciously, would have an impact on his own style of dramatic performance.
         Film directors who have worked with him over the years have compared his vocal delivery with that of Clint Eastwood, noted
         similarities with Paul Newman in his understated performances, or identified parallels in his all-action style with the acting
         of Steve McQueen.
      

      
      Another key film influence on the young Jason would be the James Bond films. ‘Growing up, I was the biggest Bond fan,’ he
         once said, and – as rumour would have it – when Daniel Craig took over from Pierce Brosnan as 007, Jason Statham was also
         on the (very) shortlist. Perhaps, as some critics have speculated, he will be the man to step into Craig’s shoes during the
         next decade. After all, in 2010 he achieved another of his childhood ambitions by working on a movie (The Expendables) with one of his heroes, Sylvester Stallone: ‘I’ve been watching his films for years, yes, I watched all the Rocky films as a kid growing up in England, so I’m very familiar with everything he’s done. That’s why I get excited when I get
         to do a film like this.’
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