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INTRODUCTION


I was born in Leicester in July 1990 and grew up in an area called Evington, about a ten-minute drive from the city centre. It’s a normal, quiet suburban town that has retained its village roots and we knew all our neighbours. Everyone would wish each other good morning and it was a comfortable place to bring up a family. I’ve always lived in Leicestershire and I still do. But growing up as a kid, I was very different to how I am today – I certainly didn’t look anything like how I do on the cover of this book! Instead, I was dangerously overweight, lazy and almost completely inactive.


Now, as I write this, I am the UK’s fittest man – something I’ve achieved through years of training as a professional athlete in the sport of CrossFit. If you’re unfamiliar with CrossFit, it’s one of the most demanding and gruelling sports to train for and compete in, combining almost every discipline of fitness you can think of. You’ve got to be able to run and swim long distances but strong enough to lift heavy barbells above your head; you need to have the muscular power to push a sled or throw a sandbag, yet also be highly skilled in gymnastic movements like handstands. In competitions, it’s not uncommon to be challenged on all those abilities and more in a single workout. It makes sense, then, that the man and woman crowned champions at our marquee event, the CrossFit Games, are dubbed ‘the fittest on earth’.


But almost nobody who knew me as a young child would have picked me out to be a professional athlete. I wouldn’t have guessed it for myself either, to be honest, yet here we are! As I’ve mentioned, I was an overweight and lazy kid, partly because I loved junk food more than anything, and it’s not hard to imagine how my life might well have turned out differently. I could now, so easily, be unhealthy, unfit and far too heavy, completely uncomfortable with my state of mind and working a job I’d fallen into and had zero passion for.


When I tell people about my background, they always ask me, ‘How did you do it? How did you go from a chubby kid scoffing sweets to the fittest man in the UK?’ The truth is that it hasn’t been a straightforward transformation. Over the years, I have tried to become a professional rugby player, I’ve worked as a personal trainer at a run-of-the-mill health club, I’ve had my own group workout business, opened two gyms and even had to close one before it bankrupted me. I’ve tasted failure of every sort in the process but I’ve savoured every success, too.


Perhaps the greatest outcome of all of these ups and downs, however, has been that they have forged in me a certain mindset, one that I rely upon in every single part of my life. I call it ‘Start Where Others Stop’. It’s a mantra I repeat to myself when I’m training in the gym and gasping for air, it’s a way of thinking that I apply to my business life to push myself to try new things and it is a declaration that I will always go the extra mile for my loved ones.


But the Start Where Others Stop mindset is not some kind of secret door to which only I have the key. It is a mentality that can be learned and that you can develop yourself and apply to your own life, whatever the dream you have in mind or the challenges you might face. That is why I wanted to write this book, to share with you how to formulate that mindset and give you the tools to set goals, overcome hurdles and achieve anything.


In this book, I have split the Start Where Others Stop mindset up into nine strategies, which stack up on top of each other to construct this resilient mentality. I’m going to share with you the experiences, events and people who have shaped me as a person and forged my approach to provide some context as we build your way of thinking and, along the way, I’m going to give you the exercises and activities that have helped me, so that you too can better understand your development. Then, at the end of each of the nine chapters, you’ll find your Start Where Others Stop (SWOS) programme, which will let you evaluate where you are and build an unbreakable mindset brick by brick, from establishing your goals to learning from failure and achieving your dreams. At the back of the book, you’ll find pages where you can fill in these exercises as you go along so you have a record of where you are and how far you’ve come.


Deep down, we all have dreams that we would love to reach for and make real. It may be a huge goal, like transforming your body when you’ve never really done any exercise before, or it could be completing a marathon having only ever run for the bus. Maybe you’re targeting a big promotion at work or saving money to move your family into a new home. Perhaps your wishes are smaller, like learning the guitar, or much broader, such as being a better friend, parent or partner. It could be that you simply want to be a more positive sort of person.


It doesn’t matter what your personal goals are. All goals are equal. If it’s important to you, if it’s something that has always been in the back of your mind and you wish it could become real, it counts. You can work towards it and, with the mentality we are going to build together, you can achieve anything. Picking up this book is the beginning. Now all you need to do is get a start. This is how I got mine.






PART I


SET GOALS






CHAPTER ONE


ANYONE CAN MAKE A START


There are moments you never forget, even though they happened when you were just a kid. I remember my mum taking me to our local supermarket one day and I’d never seen it so busy. The car park was rammed and I sat in the back seat staring out the window as Mum went round and round looking for a space. When finally one became free, she reversed in and I suddenly noticed how far from the shop we were. I know they say that when you’re little everything seems huge but to me, that distance looked like miles.


I immediately started whingeing. Even though I was only seven years old, I was already overweight and I hated walking anywhere, so the distance from the car to the supermarket door immediately set me off. I begged Mum to wait a bit to see if a closer parking space opened up and in a desperate attempt to avoid the exercise, I told her I wouldn’t get out of the car until it did. She looked at me in the rearview mirror and told me that I would be OK, that it wasn’t that far and that we’d do it together. ‘You can do it, Zack,’ she said. Eventually, we got out and walked to the shop.


By the time I was eight, I was still overweight but, even though I had remained lazy, I had developed a love for sports, which would at least get me moving around at school with my friends. But even though I liked playing football and tennis, because of my weight I would get tired and pack it in after 20 minutes. I remember my parents trying everything they could to get me to go out on a walk with the family at the weekend and I would kick up a massive fuss. While I could just about motivate myself to play a bit of football at lunchtime, I had zero interest in any physical activity they tried to get me into.


Trying to understand what led me to be so averse to exercising, I think it all stemmed from my mum wanting to have a huge family. Mum wanted seven or eight kids! She had my sister, Martine, in 1983 and then there was a seven-year gap before I came along. During that time, Mum had five or six miscarriages, which is about one a year, give or take. But she wanted more children, so they just kept trying. When she was pregnant with me, she pretty much rested the entire time because she was so worried about losing me.


When I came along, Mum was just so happy and grateful to have another kid that she smothered me with love and affection. I could do nothing wrong. If I wanted sweets or chocolate, she would give them to me. My dad would always say, ‘You’ve got to stop feeding him that!’ but she would do it anyway because it made me happy, which made her happy. However, this did mean that there were a lot of arguments between Mum and Dad about my diet and my weight.


Every day after school, I would eat a giant bag of Haribo and I practically inhaled chocolate. Mum would take me to KFC and I’d order a family bargain bucket to take home, pick off all the skin and leave the chicken. I would sit on the sofa with a big grin on my face, eating only the ‘bad’ bit and chucking the protein – the part that’s even vaguely good for you – in the bin. By the time I was ten, when we went to McDonald’s I’d order a supersized McChicken meal with a milkshake and twenty nuggets. I finished it all no problem.


On Friday evenings, Dad would always go out to play cards, so Mum and I had ‘snack night’. It would always be an insane amount of food and it was amazing. We’d get a tray, put five or six chocolate bars on it, loads of packs of crisps and tons of sweets, then we’d go up to my room together and tuck in. It sounds awful now but I used to love Friday nights with Mum – they are really happy memories. We could only do that because Dad was out of the house and didn’t know what we were doing.


Mum loved it too because she was spending time with me and, back then, she was also really into sweets and chocolate. She’s definitely who I get my sweet tooth from! My dad and my sister have never been that bothered and just have a few sweets here and there. Whereas me and Mum, well, if we’ve got five chocolate bars in front of us we can’t leave a single one of them!


Whenever Mum bought sweets for my sister and me there would be arguments. I’d eat all mine within two minutes and Martine would have pretty much all of hers left, saving them for later in the day. Then I’d go and eat hers and we’d have a row about it. I just couldn’t help myself. So Mum would get another chocolate bar out of the cupboard to keep the peace. She was so soft and loving that we could get away with anything.


If you’re wondering why I’m telling you this, it’s because understanding where I come from and how I was raised has been such an important step for me in making a change to my life. When we’re thinking about taking our first step, we have to understand where we come from before we start moving towards that new goal. It could be the context and environment you were brought up in, or maybe just how things have been going at work for the last few months. All our experiences mould our outlook and attitudes, so if you can try to consider what has brought you to where you are, you can start out in the right direction. We’ll delve further into this at the end of the chapter when we begin building your Start Where Others Stop programme.




BE POSITIVE


Proper goal setting starts with the language you use to describe your goals, even if that is just talking to yourself at this stage. Positive statements are much more likely to motivate you than negative ones, so always frame your goals with a positive statement. Rather than telling yourself, ‘I’m not going to be as lazy,’ instead think of it as ‘I will be a more active person.’ Or in place of, ‘I want to eat less junk food,’ say ‘I am going to eat a balanced diet.’


A study published in the Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience journal found that having a positive outlook actually changes neural mechanisms and makes behaviour change more likely. Start thinking like this from the very beginning and you’re setting yourself up for success already.





My parents came from nothing. My dad moved over from Guyana at the age of 11. His childhood in South America was a very different way of life compared to what we’ve all become used to now, in this country. They didn’t have TV, sure, but they also had to catch their own food. It was very basic. His dad died quite early on too, in a diving accident at sea, so he had a pretty harsh start.


Dad’s mum moved over to Leicester in the early 1960s but didn’t have enough money to bring the kids with her to begin with, so dad, his two brothers and his little sister stayed with family friends back in Guyana while his mum, my grandmother, saved up as much money as she could. After a year, she could only afford to bring one of them over, so their sister was sent for first. My dad has since told me that when their father was alive he was very strict, so all the kids adored their mum. Dad has given me the impression it was really tough on them when she moved away. Each year, another one of them made the trip and it went on like that, year after year, with my grandmother working hard and saving almost everything she had to bring her children back together here in England.


When Dad finally arrived in 1965, the UK was still very segregated. Back then, if you were Black you had to deal with a lot of racial abuse and it was hardcore. I can’t count the number of stories he’s told me of fights he had just because a group of white lads saw him and it all kicked off and it built a hardness and toughness into him. How could it not? Although it was a different time, recent events around the world that have reignited protests and demands for racial equality suggest that things aren’t entirely different now. We’ve had our own share of issues in the CrossFit community, even.


Dad met my mum at school in 1967, so they’ve known each other since they were only 13 years old and now they’re 66 and still together, which is pretty rare. For parents to be together full stop is good going these days! It wasn’t easy though – when they were dating properly as young teenagers in the late sixties and they started going to clubs and dances a Black man being out with a white woman caused a lot of problems.


The attitude in Britain in the sixties was that if you were Black, you dated a Black person; if you were white, you dated a white person. So they had to keep their relationship hidden for six or seven years, as it simply wasn’t the accepted or ‘normal’ thing to do. Both sets of parents weren’t happy that their child was dating someone of another colour and that went on for a while. As it happens, though, in the end my nan, my mum’s mum, split up with Grandad and started dating a Black person – it’s funny how things turn out.


My parents had it hard growing up, as not only did they have to deal with the racial abuse they received as an interracial couple in the sixties and seventies but they also had very little money. They’ve always been a huge inspiration to me in this regard, as they never had anything handed to them. Everything was earned. Together they built a textiles business from scratch, starting off in the Leicester markets. Bill and Jean Adderley, who started Dunelm, had a little stall next to them! The now retail giant Next had a shop on the corner and was stocked with just a few basic T-shirts. They all started in the same place, in Leicester markets, and then made their way up from there.


The house my parents lived in, the house we grew up in, they managed to buy when they were 21 and it was massive, with six bedrooms, a snooker table and a jacuzzi. They worked their fingers to the bone for every penny of that house.


Running a business as a Black person back then, however, you were always at a disadvantage. If my dad had a product that looked amazing but a white competitor was offering something that was half as good, a buyer would go with the white person the majority of the time just because they were white. To get anywhere, to be as successful as he was, Dad had to be extremely resilient and very forceful and he quickly became known as a hard nut. He had to try and be smarter than everyone else. He had to be ruthless. He had to be tough.


Obviously, that bled into our home life. If you’re in business for a couple of decades, having to graft harder than other people because of your skin colour, it’s going to impact your whole way of thinking and acting. As a result, he was strict – very strict at times – and he often made us do things that we didn’t want to do. I remember he would sit us down and have us recite the times tables and we couldn’t leave until we’d got it right. Even when we went on holiday we had to do it.


Martine had it worse than I did, though. Because she’s seven years older, he was extremely strict for the vast majority of her childhood, so much so she moved out of home when she was 16 and lived in a hostel for about a year or two. I was nine and I remember her moving out but I didn’t know why or what was happening. Dad was just quite regimented with everything back then and it was exhausting. Luckily for me, when he retired aged 40, he started to slowly chill out bit by bit. He had to try to calm down a bit for us and my mum. Mum’s always been there for us. Her sole purpose was and still is to give us the best life she could.


Retired or not though, Dad was still pretty straight-down-the-line and the sort of stuff I ate and how overweight I was became a regular flashpoint at home. There were lots of arguments where Dad would say ‘Stop feeding him that! Stop giving him sweets!’ Of course he was right but he was going about it the wrong way. I remember messing around and wrestling with him on the lounge floor. For some reason I used to have a phobia about being on my back. I hated it. So Dad would get me on my back then hold me there while I was kicking and screaming, saying ‘get over it!’ It sounds bad but he was a loving father and just wanted us to face our fears so we could be in control of our lives.


I didn’t understand why he was doing it at the time but I can see now that my dad never wanted our potential to be limited by being afraid. He was teaching me that putting yourself in a difficult position is the only way to overcome your anxieties or worries. Those first few times he got me on my back I panicked but he talked to me and encouraged me to calm down, and before long I didn’t have a problem with it any more.


Unconventional as his method was, it taught me that if you’re scared of something or you have a weakness you’d like to work on, the best place to start is to knowingly put yourself in that position, making sure you remain calm and collected with your thoughts. If you’re scared of speaking in public and want to become better at giving presentations or even simply talking more in meetings, trading that panic for a clearer mind will give you the perspective you need to understand where to begin improving. Chances are, you’ll realise there is much less to worry about than you thought.


That’s not to say it’s easy, though. As you might imagine, I was very self-conscious about my body and I’d never have my top off in public. On the days we had swimming at school, I would say to my mum that I wasn’t feeling too good and she would let me stay at home. I thought I was being really smart but of course my mum knew what I was doing.


I was confident enough in myself around my family. My sister and I would draw a six-pack on to my big belly and I’d run around pretending I was ripped. I’d take the piss out of myself and do a dance where I’d wobble my belly. The whole family would be cracking up. But having my body on show in front of other people was a totally different thing altogether. I remember sitting in the lounge one day with my top off and seeing a family friend’s car suddenly pull in. Nobody had told me they were coming and I started to run upstairs to put a T-shirt on but Dad caught hold of me on the way out the door and said: ‘You shouldn’t be afraid of your body – just sit here!’ I started crying and there was a bit of an argument as Mum wanted me to go and get a top on if that would make me happy. I ended up going upstairs and putting something on before our guests came in but that’s how little confidence I had in myself physically at the time.


At school, I was quite lucky – I didn’t really get picked on because I was so friendly and I got on well with everyone. There were lots of groups at school but I was always the one who floated around and was ‘in’ with everyone, I was a character. I had my main group of friends but then I’d still hang out with other people as well. When I was playing sport, the other teams would often call me fat and that sort of thing but it never got to me too much. Despite not being that sure of myself, other people’s comments didn’t really affect me and by the age of ten I was starting to really enjoy rugby – I could just bulldoze the other team over!


But even though I got on with my friends at school, I was very family focused, so most of the time I was at home I’d be with my mum. There were a few kids on the street that I mucked around with and we’d go to the shops and get sweets sometimes, though I wasn’t one of these kids that was out of the house much. My mum encouraged me to do stuff with other people but as soon as I got home, I just wanted to chill. I felt more comfortable there and I was so close to my mum; after the trouble she went through having me, she wanted to spend as much time with me as possible, too. We didn’t really do much and we didn’t need to. All I wanted was to go home and be with mum, to sit together, watch TV and have some food.




PUT PEN TO PAPER


There is a part of the human brain that is crucial to goal setting and it regulates our actions as we move towards that goal. The reticular activating system (RAS) is a cluster of cells at the base of the brain which is responsible for handling all the information related to things that are demanding our attention at the moment. It is why you tend to notice something more often when you’re thinking about it, such as seeing a certain model of car everywhere when you are considering buying the same model. They were there all along, of course, but the RAS is triggering you to be more aware of them.


Conveniently, the RAS can be co-opted while setting goals and increase the likelihood of success from the very first stage. According to research by the department of psychology at Emory University in Atlanta, USA, all you have to do is put pen to paper. Write down three objectives on a piece of paper and place it somewhere where you will see it regularly – maybe on the fridge or the back of your front door. Try to limit yourself to three, as having too long a list will limit how often you stop to read them. Seeing your objectives regularly allows that part of your brain to make you more aware of your aims. It is a simple method to ensure on a neurological level you are motivated to go for it and make a start.





We ended up moving to a new house when I was 12 and it was a massive thing for me. My sister and I absolutely loved the house we grew up in and we cried our eyes out as we were leaving but the house was just too big. We moved to Tur Langton, which is still Leicestershire, but outside of Leicester. It’s a lovely village surrounded by countryside but at the time I didn’t want to move and I couldn’t see the point. I distinctly remember my mum saying that there was a McDonald’s only two minutes’ drive away and, funnily enough, I was more into it then!


By the time I was 13, rugby had become my complete focus, as I struggled with the academic side of school but found my size really helped me on the rugby field. I was surprisingly fast, even though I was overweight for my age, and I was the dominant player in my team. My nickname was ‘the Washing Machine’ because I was solid and immovable! Playing well and smashing people in matches was who I was at that time. I started to get a few knee issues, though, and my feet were getting flatter and flatter as a result of carrying more and more weight as I grew. I didn’t recognise it but Dad did. He was thinking about what would happen if I got too big, about whether I’d get picked on when I went to secondary school. He knew I was gifted at sport and wanted me to have the physical ability to play to a higher level.


Recently I found out that my dad had tried a handful of times to find a way to help me lose some weight over the course of two to three years before secondary school. Apparently, he would chat to me about eating more healthily and cutting down on the junk food but I’d just ignore him. To be honest, I don’t remember.


What is really vivid in my mind, though, is the event that got me started on the path to where I am today. It wasn’t an ultimatum from Dad, or a case of me having a moment of clarity about where I wanted my life to go. It was only the first step and a little one at that. It was a PlayStation 2.


A new games console coming out is a massive thing when you’re 13. The PlayStation 2 was just mind-blowing to me; some of the other kids at school were getting them and I was desperate for one. I knew my dad wouldn’t just buy it for me – he’d make me earn it in some way. He always wanted to make us understand the real value of things and now I understand the importance of that, of how he came from nothing and built an amazing life for his family brick by brick.


As a 13-year-old boy, though, I just wanted it and because he had tried so many different things to get me to lose weight without any success, he gave bribery a shot – the PS2 was the carrot at the end of the stick. He sat me down and said, ‘Let’s make a deal. I’m going to give you three weeks and if you lose some weight, I’ll get you the PlayStation.’ We agreed that he would weigh and measure me on that third weekend and if I’d managed to shift some weight, we would go straight to the shops together and buy one.


He told me all I had to do was cut down on what I was eating and I was so excited at the prospect of a new games console that I bought in completely. Instead of going to McDonald’s four or five times a week, I went once or twice a week. I didn’t have chocolate so often and stopped eating a bag of Haribo after school every day (though I still did it some days). I didn’t feel like I was eating that much less but I was cutting out a huge chunk of the junk food and, even though I wasn’t doing any extra exercise, that simple reduction in crap calories meant the weight started falling off. It came off really easily. I could see my tummy shrinking a bit and I started to feel better about myself. When it came to the last weekend of the challenge, we got the tape measure and scales out. I’ll never forget looking down at the tape.


Whenever we did anything vaguely good at home or at school, Mum would always make a massive fuss about it and shower us in praise. Not Dad, though. All you’d get out of him was an occasional nod, or sometimes a ‘you did fine’, maybe even a ‘good job’. But when he passed the tape around my belly and checked the measurement, he just looked at me and beamed. He was so happy, he jumped up and hugged me and told me how proud of me he was. Then, exactly as he’d promised, he grabbed our coats and drove me straight to Toys-R-Us.




PUSH YOURSELF A LITTLE FURTHER


When you are first getting to grips with goal setting, it is helpful to start with something you feel as though you can realistically achieve, then push yourself by going one step further.


Research at Yale University discovered that ‘stability’ – predictable and easy tasks – switches off the parts of your brain responsible for adaptation, whereas ‘instability’ – the less predictable and hard – fires up your ability to improve and learn.


At work, for example, if you think hitting your deadlines is attainable, challenge yourself by setting yourself false deadlines so that you always have time to review and improve your work before the real deadline comes along. Going slightly out of your comfort zone is the shortcut to sustainable personal development.





I loved that PlayStation. Though it sounds counterintuitive to be sitting down playing video games having just lost weight, it represented something bigger. It was the first time that I felt a sense of real achievement. It felt amazing. We set a goal, gave it a realistic time frame and then worked to achieve it. Sure, I was still overweight, but I had realised that by starting towards a goal and then sticking to it, I was capable of more than I thought and, even though it had only been three weeks, I had built the first foundations of real resilience. Each time I didn’t give in to the cravings for a chocolate bar or the desire to beg Mum to take me to McDonalds, it further proved to me the power of a bit of mental fortitude.


I understand now how the weeks of eating a little bit better, my dad’s pride when he passed the tape around my tummy and then plugging in that PlayStaion 2 for the first time changed my perspective of what I was capable of achieving. It sowed the seed that personal growth was possible if you wanted it and that finding the motivation to start was the key.


Every parent sets goals for their children and offers a reward of some sort – whether that’s to brush their teeth, tidy their room or try harder at school. It’s just that my formative experience of losing that bit of weight when I was so unhealthy was more on the extreme end of the scale. Ultimately, it comes down to my dad having to grow up so fast and not having the luxury of both parents looking after him, or enough money to get by. He was left behind in Guyana and then moved to a completely different country when he was 11 years old, to an area where a person with his skin colour wasn’t really wanted. His mental resilience was forged by that experience and, in turn, I was being shaped by that context. So much of what he did was to instil in us that same inner strength, that conviction in our ability to excel if we put in the effort.
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