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To my nephews and all the children in my life, dream big, fly high and always hold onto hope


To my family, thank you for loving me to being 


To my friends, thank you for joining me on life’s adventures 


To the NHS, care workers and all who dedicate their lives to helping others live theirs, thank you


To my film family, stunt community, Potter fans and all those who believe in magic


To all children and adults who navigate their lives with a disability, don’t ever believe you are less than others, you will always be more 


To Tommy, thank you for everything, always with love


And finally, three little words
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FOREWORD


In one way or another, David Holmes has been one of the most important people in my life for the last twenty-four years. We met when I had just turned eleven, and he was seventeen. I had been cast to play Harry Potter, and Dave was going to be my stunt double. I was an only child who had, when I was younger, wanted an older brother, and in Dave I met the perfect candidate for that role. He was charismatic, knowledgeable, unbelievably talented, confident bordering on cocky and incredibly good fun. Over the next six films, as I turned from a kid into a teenager, he was a friend, confidante and guidance counsellor, offering me advice and perspective from his vantage point a few years further down the road. 


David was a gymnast and a stuntman. He was someone whose identity was inextricably linked to his physicality. He was fearless, masterful and thrilling as a stunt performer, always seemingly totally in control, but always pushing himself to greater heights. Since his accident in 2009, I have watched him face a challenge the magnitude of which most of the rest of us couldn’t begin to comprehend. He has had to rebuild his identity from scratch. He was a physical being suddenly forced to reckon with the question of who he was, without any of the gifts that had made him feel like himself. He faced this challenge with more grace, kindness and positivity than I could ever imagine doing. 


I was lucky enough to make a documentary about Dave over the last few years and was incredibly grateful to be able to tell his story. But there is only so much you can fit into a 90-minute film, and there is a lot more to Dave’s story. Some of what’s included here was cut from the film for time, and some wasn’t included in the film because, well, we simply couldn’t for reasons you’ll understand! But this is his book, and he gets to say what’s in here. So . . . get ready to read a lot more about drugs, his private parts and his illegally fast driving than we let him mention in the ­documentary.


As I mentioned before, when we met I was eleven and Dave was seventeen. At that age, a six-year age gap feels enormous, you almost feel like different species. But as we’ve got older the meaning of that age gap has flattened until we’re both just two men in our thirties, with more in common than ever, and more that separates us. Watching Dave in the years since the accident has been both painful – because of course, as a friend, you wish none of this had ever happened and that you could somehow undo time to make it so that everything was back the way it was – and also one of the privileges of my life: to be able to watch one of my best friends display so much courage, so much strength of character, so much empathy in the face of relentless adversity, has been humbling and awe-inspiring. I have been incredibly lucky to have Dave as a part of my life. Everyone who knows Dave feels lucky to have him in their lives and always will. He’s a one-off, a rare human being and someone I’m proud and honoured to know.


DANIEL RADCLIFFE, 2024
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OPEN ON:


101 WARNER BROS. STUDIOS, LEAVESDEN, ENGLAND


January 2009:


In Leavesden’s cavernous D Stage, we see a still image of DAVID HOLMES – 25-year-old stunt performer and daredevil double to the world-famous teenage actor DANIEL RADCLIFFE, AKA HARRY POTTER. David is waiting to rehearse a dramatic stunt for Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the seventh film in the multi-million-dollar franchise. In it, he will fly backwards, as part of a showdown in Godric’s Hollow with Voldemort’s pet serpent, Nagini. To achieve this effect, David has been placed into a harness, which is fixed to a wire that runs the length of the studio. At the other end is a series of weights. When dropped, the transference of energy will propel David through the air. And if all goes well, he will collide – spectacularly, but safely – with a wall of crash mats. It’s a standard technique, and all the safety precautions have been taken. But as with all stunt work, the risks are high, and accepted as such.


All does not go well. As we wait for David’s call to action from industry renowned stunt director GREG POWELL, he reveals the consequences of the dramatic events to come.


DAVID: 


[VOICEOVER] Here it is: The last second before my life changed for ever. The last second I will stand for. The last second I will feel everything. I’ve already had my last cuddle, my last dance, my last use of a shower or toilet unaided. Because one second after this photo was taken, I will break my neck.


FADE OUT


GREG POWELL: 


[SHOUTING] OK, David. Ready?


DAVID: 


[SHOUTING] Yeah.


FADE IN


The still photo has come alive. David is preparing himself for the force of movement to come. He will feel pain – he knows that, but it’s nothing he hasn’t experienced, and overcome, before. During a ten-year career in the stunt game, his body has been marked with broken bones, fractured limbs, multiple concussions, and ­several bloody noses, plus a slight case of the bends. He is short, and small in stature – five foot two and slim – which has led a lot of people to underestimate him in the past. But David is also muscular and flexible and has learned to use these doubts as fuel. It energises him for death-defying feats like this one. His adrenaline surges. It’s go-time.


The usual production crew is in attendance for a rehearsal of this kind. Among them is David’s fellow stuntman and best mate, MARC MAILLEY. As they watch, David adjusts his feet and waits for the inevitable countdown.


GREG POWELL: 


[SHOUTING] Three . . .


. . . Two . . .


. . . One . . .


ACTION!


The weights hit the floor with a percussive WHOOMPH. We hear the whizz of wires as David is launched into the air and across the room at high speed. But something is wrong. He’s moving too fast. As his body connects with the wall of crash pads, spine first, he does so at a dangerous angle, his body folding into itself. David’s nose smashes into his chest, severing his C6 and C7 vertebrae. He hits the floor with a painful thud. As he lies there, breathless, in agony, unable to talk, his nerve endings scorched, his muscles bucking and wrenching, there is the sense that something has gone terribly wrong.


Greg and Marc run to David’s side. He isn’t moving.


GREG:


[SHOUTING] David! 


[THEN QUIETLY] David . . .


DAVID:


[MOANING]. . .


GREG:


[SQUEEZING DAVID’S HAND] Breathe. 


[SLOWLY] Breathe.


David, can you squeeze my fingers? Tell me what you feel.


DAVID:


[MOANING]. . .


I can’t feel anything.


Fuck. I’ve broken my neck.


David looks into Greg’s eyes fearfully. He is struggling to breathe and can barely speak. His look says it all. This is bad. From behind him, people are running. Someone is shouting for an ambulance.


MARC:


Stay still, mate. Stay completely still. 


[WHISPERING] Help’s on the way.


David closes his eyes. Shit! Is he dead? Then they flicker again. Marc checks his breathing. He’s blacked out. Thank God.


MARC:


Shit. 


SHIT!


[LOOKING AROUND] Who’s calling the fucking ­ambulance?


David’s eyes open again. His face is twisted in pain. He’s trying to communicate something to Marc, but the words are too quiet to hear. Marc leans in closer.


MARC:


Dude . . .


It’s OK. Save your strength—


DAVID:


Don’t. Call—


MARC:


[LEANING CLOSER]: Stay still, Dave—


DAVID:


Don’t call . . .


. . . My mum . . .


MARC:


OK?


DAVID:


Don’t . . .


. . . Worry her.


Marc and Greg look at one another in shock. A nurse from the studio rushes over. She’s carrying a small bottle of oxygen. David’s eyes flick to the left. He groans again.


MARC:


Mate . . . What?


DAVID:


[BETWEEN BREATHS] Camera.


Marc follows David’s eyes. Across the studio is a camcorder, a device he uses for every filming session. It’s set on a tripod. A green light on the side is blinking, which means the camera has captured David’s accident in full. The footage is normally used to check his performances, to see if anything can be improved in his latest stunt. This time, the camcorder contains his last ever stunt and a lifeline to his financial future.


DAVID:


[WHISPERING] Mate . . . Guard it with your fucking life.


The nurse fixes an oxygen mask to David’s face, taking care not to move his neck. His eyes flicker shut. He’s blacked out again. There is more shouting. Two para­medics sprint into the studio space. Greg and Marc stand back to let them in. They watch silently, their lives changed for ever.


FADE OUT.




INTRODUCTION


THE UNKNOWN STUNTMAN


Spoiler alert: This book has been written from a wheelchair. That’s because your author is a quadriplegic, paralysed from the chest down due to the horrific accident described in that script, that scene, that stunt – the very last time I would walk, jump or fly as a stuntman. In January 2009, a wire gag1 gone wrong resulted in me colliding with a crash mat at an incredible velocity, leaving me with fractured C6 and C7 vertebrae. My condition has since been diagnosed as being degenerative. That means my working limbs will fade in strength over time, and as well as losing the use of my arms, there’s a very real chance that at some point in the future I’ll need mechanical assistance to perform the God-given functions of breathing, speaking and eating. 


So, fuck my life. Right? 


Not a chance, because the Cliff Notes from my career make for equally powerful reading. Up until the accident, I had The Dream Job: between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five I worked as a professional stuntman, seven of those years as the lead stunt double to Daniel Radcliffe on the Harry Potter movies. As part of my contract, I became the world’s first ever Quidditch player. I leaped from castles and combatted dragons; I navigated underwater worlds and racked up more broomstick miles than any other human. I even battled the dark wizard himself, Lord Voldemort – He Who Must Not Be Named. That is, until everything was snatched away. Not that I am looking for sympathy. I knew what I was getting into from the very first day on a movie set where the mortal risks that faced a working stunt performer were bloody obvious to everybody involved. So if it’s tragedy porn you are after, maybe go elsewhere.


I wasn’t alone in that attitude either. My line of work was extreme and the stunt industry I’d joined was grounded in mortal risk. Among my peers in Wizarding World, there were all sorts of catchphrases and mantras that served as a reminder of the fine line between the successful execution of a gag and a life-changing accident where the performer crashed and burned – sometimes literally. Among them: Never show pain, never complain. Take the whack. And: You’re only living when you’re nearly dying. None of this was unusual, or even new. Alpha male and female stunt performers had been around ever since the game began and during the early iterations of movie-making at the start of the 20th century, some Hollywood actors performed their own gags. Audiences watched as the likes of Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks hung from clock faces suspended several storeys up, stood frozen as tonnes of building collapsed around them, or slid down the sails of a pirate ship, cutlass in hand, a knife clamped between their teeth. The safety protocols in those days were sketchy. If an actor missed their mark by an inch or two, death waited for them on the other side, and audiences packed the cinemas to watch the action. The story behind the mind-blowing box office receipts was undeniable too: gags made proper bank. 


Long before I’d signed my first contract as a child stunt ‘man’, the daredevil industry had been upgraded considerably and from 1910 or so, professional stunt performers, some of them former rodeo riders and circus showmen, were tasked with doing the dangerous work. With them came all sorts of cinematic advancements in tech and equipment. Performers, male and female, were thrown about by technical wires, hydraulic launch pads like air rams, and repurposed big top equipment like the Russian swing. Later, Computer Generated Imagery (CGI) transformed studio hangars stuffed with green screens, safety mats and wires into castle turrets, cliff edges, or the open ramps of a plane flying at high altitude. But realism was everything and some actors, like Tom Cruise, still insisted on performing their own stunts, the most famous of which took place in Mission: Impossible – Dead Reckoning, where he launched his motorbike from the side of a cliff before parachuting to the ground. Director Christopher McQuarrie later described it as the most dangerous stunt ever attempted, which wasn’t surprising given the gag required 13,000 bike jumps and 500 hours of skydiving training. 


Hollywood’s worst-kept secret is that stunt work is the secret sauce – it brings films to life. Like the boulder escape during the opening minutes of Raiders of the Lost Ark, or the forest fight in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. Thrills and spills put bums on seats too, such as the chariot race in Ben Hur, the motorbike chase in Terminator 2: Judgment Day, and the rooftop helicopter scene in The Matrix. Violence is another crowd pleaser. There’s the sword fight in The Princess Bride, and the harrowing opening scenes of Saving Private Ryan. Meanwhile, the James Bond films have always brimmed with action: who could forget the bungee jump in ­GoldenEye, the parkour sprint in Casino Royale and the parachute ski jump in The Spy Who Loved Me? Even the first Quidditch match in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone was a memorable chapter in cinematic history. All these scenes added adrenaline to the stories they were telling. And all of them were coordinated and performed by people like me.


But these moments of Hollywood magic sometimes came at a cost, and way too many actors have been injured in accidents like the one that changed my life. Others have died. While filming Top Gun, the stuntman Art Scholl was killed when his plane spun out of control, causing him to crash into the Pacific Ocean. During the making of For Your Eyes Only, the performer Paolo Rigon lost his life when filming the scene in which James Bond skied down a bobsleigh track. He was dragged under the sled at high speed. Most recently, a motorbike rider died when she crashed through a plate-glass window during the filming of Deadpool 2.


Despite these tragedies, and the daily reminders regarding the dangers I was facing, I never felt fear when working as a stunt performer. Nerves, yes. A little anxiety, of course. But abject terror? No way. As far as I was concerned, the rewards far outweighed the risks, as they did for anyone engaged in an extreme sport or lifestyle. There was adrenaline. There was acclaim. There was respect. And the rush of nailing a big stunt and then seeing it on the big screen was enough to help me push past the fear. While working on the Harry Potter films, I was once blasted backwards by a spell from Severus Snape, the Half-Blood Prince, and it looked great. Later, I was swiped sideways through the air by the Whomping Willow, and it made movie magic. The money helped too. And every scar and broken bone put another story into the stuntman hall of fame. 


Until, of course, the moment arrived when those breaks became life-threatening. 


*


To the outside world, the average stuntman probably looks like a reckless lunatic. Somebody with very little concern for their personal safety, and who operates in a world of Hollywood glitz and glamour. They think: Ryan Gosling’s portrayal of a stuntman in the 2024 movie The Fall Guy. (Or if they’re a little older, the original Fall Guy: Colt Seavers, as played by Lee Majors.) Certainly, the myth is partly true. I’ve rubbed shoulders with some of the most famous actors in the world, visited movie premieres, and guzzled champagne and dropped pills in exclusive nightclubs, often with workmates. But from my experience, the stunt team on a movie set generally operated in much the same way as a Formula 1 pit lane crew. We were super professional; there was zero room for errors; and trust was everything because the risks were so high. Everyone’s lives rested in the hands of the group and a tight bond was forged between us within an environment where the performers worked hard and partied even harder. Those moments of hedonistic glamour, while memorable, were far outweighed by the late nights on set, long hours in studios, and slogging shifts where I often limped home feeling battered and bruised.


Not that I moaned about it. Pain management was one of the many attributes a stunt performer needed to possess, as was the ability to keep any complaining to a minimum. During my ­Wizarding World debut on Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, I was the unfortunate recipient of a crack to the ribs when filming a scene in which I dressed up as Harry in his Hogwarts uniform. The director, Chris Columbus, needed me to battle the Voldemort-controlled Quirinus Quirrell – the Defence Against the Dark Arts professor from the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry – in the Underground Chambers. During the script, the stone falls to the floor, and it was written that both combatants should leap for it. In the build-up, during a deleted shot, the stuntman playing Quirrell, Paul Herbert, was supposed to fly across the chamber on a weight-controlled line known as a wire, which was being manipulated by some technicians outside the stage. Through no fault of his own, he missed his mark and smashed into me, his knees driving hard into my midriff. I felt two ribs break in the collision.


Usually, I did my best to hide the pain. I was only seventeen years old at the time and still getting used to the type of war wounds that came with the job. This time, the pain in my midriff was too much to ignore.


‘I think I’ve broken my ribs,’ I panted.


A reassuring hand touched me on the back. ‘Are you OK? Can you breathe?’ said a voice.


I was winded, but able to gulp down some air. ‘Yeah, I can—’


‘Right, up you get then,’ said the voice. ‘You haven’t punctured a lung, and you can’t do anything about a broken rib anyway, so suck it up.’


I rose to my feet, slowly. It was as if someone had taken a baseball bat to my side. 


‘And David?’ said the voice.


‘Yeah?’


‘Don’t say anything to anyone. The last thing I want to be doing today is filling out a health and safety report. There’s a good lad.’


I soon learned that unless an ambulance was required, this was the typical reaction to an on-set accident. 


Over the course of my career, there weren’t many stitches, but there were plenty of concussions, and every day brought a nasty bruise or two. One time I even picked up a slight case of the bends while working in an underwater tank. Whenever I was pole-axed, clothes-lined or body-slammed, there was very little sympathy from my peers, if any, but the same attitude applied to everyone working in the job. Being human pain magnets was what we did; it was our life, and we were paid handsomely for the hurt.


Despite these daily brushes with agony, I never stressed before jumping off a building, or when waiting for someone to knock me over with a fast-moving car. Fear management came to me naturally, but that’s because I was confident in my ability to deliver, no matter the gag. A top stunt performer had to be athlete-level fit, which I was, and eager to work hard and thrive under pressure, which I did. Every morning, before filming began, I liked to train alone, either with weights or on a trampoline. There was a good reason for this dedication: if a stunt coordinator had any doubts about whether I was putting in the work, or noticed a few extra pounds around my belly, I’d have been given my P45 because there was no room for shirkers. This was particularly important given that Dan Radcliffe was a similar weight and build to me, even though I was several years older. If I were to gain a stone and Dan hadn’t, my stunt double status would become untenable. This situation was much worse for female performers, because there was very little room for them to hide. If a stuntwoman had to fall down a flight of stairs, there was a chance she’d need to wear a skirt or a dress, and that made it impossible to disguise any protective padding. They usually went without. From what I saw, stuntwomen took harder hits than the guys.


Physicality was everything. I was strong and malleable, and I was also extremely aware of what my body could do, which gave me confidence and allowed me to apply risk management effectively, not only for myself but for others. Whenever a stunt was taking place, it would be the role of the other performers not directly involved to act as ‘safety’. They would stand near to the edge of a Hogwarts wall to prevent someone from toppling over the edge, or be on hand with an extinguisher should a fire job go wrong and an actor be turned into a human inferno. During the making of the 2007 Nicolas Cage movie National Treasure: Book of Secrets, I even ‘spotted’ a camera operator as they had their eyes focused on the viewfinder while facing an oncoming flatbed truck. If the driver missed his mark and came too close, it was my job to yank the operator’s belt and pull him away. 


The pressure during these moments was always huge, not only because of the dangers involved – both to myself and to everyone around me – but because of the huge costs involved in setting up most action movie stunts, especially those that involved explosions, the hire of planes, speed boats or helicopters, and collapsing buildings. In some circumstances, one take could cost hundreds of thousands of pounds. Others required weeks of preparation. But the worst-case scenario was an expensive take that required days to reset if the first went wrong. Sometimes, when there was a huge production crew involved, in a hostile location such as a mountain or desert, and where the weather was brutally hot or cold, the pressure on a stunt performer to nail their job in one hit was immense. In those situations, the groans when it went wrong felt like a punch to the guts. The cheers when it went right were life-affirming. ­Luckily, I received more cheers than I did punches.


That’s because I was able to hold my nerve when the stakes were high. I knew that if I were to put too much pressure on myself, I might experience self-doubt, which was the worst emotion a stuntman could face. In situations that were highly stressful, I might crumble and fail. Instead, every negative emotion had to be silenced. I once watched the stuntman Theo Kypri perform a dive away from a trampoline, his body arcing over a road as a horse-drawn carriage flew underneath him at full speed. If Theo had misjudged his landing by a tiny distance, a drop of 25 feet to a concrete floor would have killed him – that’s if he’d not been crushed to death by a horse. But did he experience any second-guessing or insecurity in the moments before jumping? Not a chance.


I set myself up in much the same way. In 2005 I was called in to perform a stunt for a Mini Convertible commercial and the brief was typically gnarly. I had to take a running jump onto a small, square trampoline known as a trampette, before spring-boarding away in a spectacular leap through the air, my arms and legs cycling furiously as I did so. The landing zone was the driver’s seat of the open-roofed car, and once in position I had to drive off nonchalantly. The target was incredibly small; everything had to be on point, because if I overshot my mark by a few inches, I might crash into the windscreen or impale myself on the gear stick. If I fell short, I’d likely lose my teeth in a faceplant with the steering wheel or bumper. Not considering the implications for a second, I nailed a succession of practice takes – but when the cameras were moved into position, everything changed. 


As any stunt performer will attest, rehearsals are a piece of piss generally. There are very few people watching. There are no cameras or sound engineers; no runners or caterers; and no wardrobe assistants or make-up artists. The temperature is a lot cooler because there aren’t any studio lights. Meanwhile, the ambient stress levels are a lot lower because the directors and bean counters aren’t around to make comments. I can do rehearsals all day long, no problem at all. But once the moving parts of an expensive video shoot have been brought into play, the stakes are raised. 


For the Mini Convertible advert, filming was scheduled to take place at night on a back street in south London, and the set was flooded with a massive bank of blazing spotlights. Dry ice swirled about the studio to create a moodier vibe and the car seemed to sparkle on camera. But during my first take proper I was almost blinded by the glare, and it was incredibly difficult to spot my landing zone – I only had an inch either side of the front seat and between the bottom of the steering wheel to plant my feet. Having adjusted, I looked around the studio, and sixty pairs of eyes were upon me, including the stunt coordinator who was paying me a lot of money for the work, and two back-up stuntmen, in place should I break my leg during a mistimed landing. With these added variables in place, it took fifteen attempts to get the shot right. I smashed my bollocks on the gear stick and cracked my knees against the dashboard. I winded myself on the back of a seat and flopped over the steering wheel. To get around the problem, I dropped a couple of small red LED landing lights into the footwell of the car. With just one adjustment, I was suddenly able to target the one-foot-square(ish) gap between the steering well and seat and drive away. I nailed the next take. And the next. Then I claimed my pay cheque and went home.


Stuntmen and women are a different breed: fear and stress wash off us, because to consider them as serious adversaries only ever invites disaster. (Though I’m evidence of the truth that bad luck can affect us all.) That’s why I never cowed down to terror as a working performer, and why I won’t cow down to it as a person having been paralysed from the chest down. In many ways, my life is scarier now than it was while I was flying broomsticks, battling Dark Wizards, and hanging on to the roof of fast-moving cars. After that day in January 2009, all sorts of anxieties kicked in. The anxiety of being abandoned. The anxiety of never meeting a life partner. The anxiety of being a stress to other people. And the anxiety of shitting myself on a long-haul flight, which was suddenly a very real possibility. I’ve worked hard to get past them all. 


Today, I use those fears to push me on during rehabilitation and physical therapy, just as I did when lining up a stunt. Negative emotion has once again become the fuel for every new challenge. Because what’s worse: The fear of dying, or the fear of not living? Don’t get me wrong, there have been regrets. I feel sad at not completing my work as Dan Radcliffe’s stunt double for the entire Harry Potter series, because seeing it through to the end had been my dream. The pair of us had met during the first film; he started off as my little brother and we became close mates towards the end of the franchise. But those feelings of regret are rare and fleeting because I’ve learned that the present is all I have control over, and everything else is just noise. Also, my injury, while shocking, was a known occupational hazard. I knew what I was getting into when I stepped forward for that rehearsal in Godric’s Hollow. I wanted the adrenaline, the respect and the acclaim. I wanted to make movie magic. 


So, don’t feel sad for the accident that happened. Get inspired by the adventure I’ve lived – and still live today. And make sure to wiggle your toes from time to time, because it’s a gift.


DAVID HOLMES, ESSEX, 2024




PART ONE


ACTION!





1

ON THE OTHER SIDE OF FEAR

As a little kid, I’d briefly experienced fear in a recurring and all too familiar nightmare: me in a supermarket, separated from my family, desperately looking for my mum’s face in a crush of shoppers. Like all good horror stories, this one was based in truth, because at an age I can just about remember I’d briefly left Mum’s side, just as she’d buggered off into another aisle with her shopping trolley, totally unaware that I’d been left behind. For a few moments I was lost, alone and vulnerable, and the event left me with a sense of dread. Every time the nightmare returned, I’d be transported back to that bloody supermarket, sprinting from checkout to checkout, desperately looking for some glimpse of Mum. As I slept, my lungs and guts felt constricted and my legs became heavier, like I was wading through quicksand. God, it was horrible, but even in the dream I knew not to yield to anxiety. As I ran through the supermarket, climbing the shelves to get a better of view of where Mum might be, I’d eventually see her as she frantically searched the store, calling out my name. Having been reunited, I’d wake up, knowing that safety wasn’t far away, but only if I kept on looking for it.

Apart from this occasional nightmare, fear never really halted me when I was little, and the desire to ignore danger and crash through barriers was encouraged by my parents. Don’t get me wrong, they weren’t reckless or negligent. Far from it, in fact. Dad worked for British Telecom in a job that had him pinned to a computer; Mum worked nights at the local Sainsbury’s and spent her days caring for – irony alert – disabled kids in the area, which was then a rough part of Essex, rife with unemployment and ­poverty. If you ­haven’t guessed it yet, they were both hard-­working and kind-hearted people who had the audacity to raise me with love and a sense of freedom. The result was a Boy’s Own adventure, all of it inspired by action movies, Hollywood drama, and the story of Evel Knievel – a daredevil with balls so big he’d once launched himself across a row of single-decker buses on a motorcycle in a packed football stadium. 

I always had the sense that anything was possible, that the crazy could happen, even in our back garden, and alongside my two brothers, Adam and Paul, I wreaked havoc. Whenever we were bored, and my parents’ backs were turned, somebody would grab one of the garden darts they’d bought for us – oversized arrows that came with a razor-sharp plastic tip. The game we’d invented for ourselves, and one definitely not advertised on the box, was simple and potentially lethal. A dart was lobbed into the air as high as possible until it stabbed the lawn with a satisfying thud. In the meantime, everybody ran around in different directions yelling and pointing, wondering if the next few seconds might be their last. Total chaos. If one of us had been hit in the head, we’d have been killed instantly. 

Our anarchic sense of adventure was ramped up even higher once we were given a trampoline for Christmas. Charged up with way too much energy, I liked to jump from my bedroom window and on to the trampoline below, before rebounding up and into a tree, or on top of the garden shed. I don’t think Mum could have been too surprised that I’d turned out to be a ballsy kid, though. When she took me to the school gates for my very first day of classes, I slipped away from her grip and ran to a lamppost. Not wanting to go in, I shinned my way to the top and hung from the light, looking down at the confused parents, laughing as they gossiped and nervously ushered their children into the playground.

Like most families, TV was the great pacifier in our house. We were raised in the 1990s, a golden age of entertainment, and ­Saturday night usually kicked off with Adam, Paul and me gawping at Pamela Anderson on the hit show Baywatch, or an old episode of Airwolf or The A-Team. Mum and Dad often joined us with a ­takeaway, and we’d stuff our faces with prawn crackers and watch game shows. Then, when the light entertainment was done, the best part of the week arrived: movie time. At the end of our road was a newsagent that doubled up as a video rental shop. It didn’t exactly carry the selection of a Blockbusters, but it had enough, and I used to love making the video choice for the weekend. There were only two rules. 1) If it was a grown-up film, we’d watch it on the Saturday. And 2) Family-friendly films were for Sunday nights. I couldn’t wait to have my pick.

I grew up loving the movies. The very idea of Hollywood and the dream-making business felt like an otherworldly place, a fantasy land beyond my reach, but its power was undeniable, and I often lost myself for hours. Thrillers. Action blockbusters. Sci-fi. On the Holmes brothers’ ‘best films of all time’ list was 3 Ninjas – a 1992 story in which three kids were taught martial art skills by their grandpa, Mori Tanaka, played by Victor Wong. After every viewing, our front room was transformed into a karate dojo as we attempted to kick the crap out of one another. (Adam, the youngest, often finished up in the worst state. But I took my fair share of black eyes and busted lips.) We also loved the so-bad-it’s-awesome Fire, Ice and Dynamite – an around-the-world race starring Roger Moore that was packed with batshit stunts, like the scene in which a group of crazy blokes skied down a rockface mountain, another one of them in a barrel. There was even a formative moment in the local cinema when I watched my dad, his eyes filling with tears, during the Kevin Costner film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves. Right then, I knew how powerful storytelling could be.

Though I was essentially a happy kid, a sense of darkness came over me sometimes. I wasn’t depressed, but every now and then I’d be struck by a feeling of deep sorrow. I was never able to put my finger on exactly what was bothering me, but the experience was always overwhelming. Often, I was reduced to tears at the thought that I was going to be hit by some insurmountable problem in my life, like the loss of a parent at an early age, or the death of a mate. Whenever the darkness came over me, I made a conscious decision to deal with my emotions there and then. 

I’d think, Instead of crying about it when it happens, get the crying done now. 

Then I’d go to the toilet to release my emotions. Sitting on the floor, my arms wrapped around my legs, my body shaking, I’d sob into my knees. I had no idea what the future had in store for me, but my outlook wasn’t optimistic. When I later got into the film business, I discovered there was a word for the dramatisation of this exact event. Foreshadowing: a narrative device in which the author hints at some heavy shit to come. Maybe I should have paid more attention.

*

Given that I was a daredevil-in-waiting, and my two brothers were constantly crashing about the house, Mum decided to shove us into the local gymnastics club in Havering, presumably for a bit of peace and quiet. I was up for it. My trampoline stunts had shown that I was both brave and physically capable, and as with those weekend movie nights, I soon realised that gymnastics was an activity I could lose myself in. At school, I sometimes experienced anxiety, especially when meeting new people, but finding the courage to attempt difficult gymnastic skills helped me to overcome those stresses. I learned that while I wasn’t the strongest or tallest of kids in my class, I was certainly the bravest. The discovery gave me an inner confidence.

Gymnastics became my passion, and though it was hard work, it rarely felt like a grind. Moving around the bars or propelling my body on the rings was a game. It was fun. And on the mat, I found a place to compete with just about anyone. Meanwhile, I learned how to overcome terror – such as the time I first had to launch myself on to a wooden horse – and I adapted quickly to managing physical discomfort. Sure, a lot of gymnastics training was playful and expressive, but there were some skills that involved agonising pain. Conditioning training was a gruelling experience, but as I lifted the weights and muscled up my body, I realised that hurt could be emotionally silenced and I was soon comfortable with contorting my body in unfamiliar ways. In doing so, I discovered that hard work and putting in the hours could pay off; that suffering was a process; and that directions from an experienced tutor needed to be followed if I was to execute a performance without serious injury. 

Then my greatest teachable moment took place. I was six years old and learning how to pirouette on the parallel bars, but in one attempt I miscalculated the descent. My legs separated and both knees smashed into the hard wooden beams with a crack. A bone-crunched pain stabbed into my thighs, shins and stomach. I felt the tears brimming in my eyes. I was in agony. 

My coach, Nick Inns, applied ice to the war wounds. Then he nodded to the bars. 

‘David: don’t feel sorry for yourself,’ he said. ‘You can either go home, or you can get back up and do it again.’

‘What do you mean?’ I moaned. ‘Everything hurts.’

Nick pulled me to my feet, my legs shaking. I was ­understandably hesitant after taking such a whack. 


‘Because if you don’t do it now, you’ll always be afraid of this move,’ he said. ‘But if you can try again? That fear will go away.’

I blinked back the tears, wiped the snot from my nose, and climbed back on. This time I nailed the pirouette, the dopamine rush hitting my nervous system like a painkiller, and in doing so I learned that it was possible to overcome any fear. I went home buzzing. As a young boy, it was the most memorable life lesson I can remember. 

I felt like a man. 

Nick was just about the best mentor I could have had at that time in my life. He wasn’t older than sixteen or seventeen, and he’d enjoyed a competitive career of his own, though it hadn’t resulted in any massive successes. That didn’t stop him from sharing his expertise with enthusiasm. Nick worked hard to improve all the kids at Havering, and I looked up to him massively. Whenever he could, Nick used gymnastics to impart a series of life lessons, some of which helped me to survive as both a stuntman and, later, a disabled person. One of them involved the way in which an athlete should approach a new discipline for the first time. Nick told me I had to break the technique down into a series of smaller, more manageable parts, rather than allowing myself to become overwhelmed by the complexity of what I was attempting.

For example, when executing a new floor move, such as a backflip, I had to first focus on my jump to the mat. Then I’d look to the next move, by arcing my body backwards and tumbling over myself. Finally, I had to land squarely and stand. Once this had been done, Nick would remove the mat and support me through the same process by placing a steady hand at the base of my spine. Eventually, I would be adept enough to perform the move unsupported. When it came to doing stunts for the first time, Nick’s advice often kept me steady too. 


During one film, I was tasked with being knocked over by a fast-moving car. Rather than worrying about the consequences of getting it wrong, I rehearsed the gag in stages. First, I practised on a parked vehicle, taking two steps towards it, before jumping and rolling across the bonnet and landing on a strategically placed crash mat. After that I moved on to a slow-moving vehicle with a crash mat fixed to the front, and repeated the technique, committing it to muscle memory until I was comfortable with being smashed at increasing speeds. With every progression, I trained my mind and muscles to cope with the terrifying impact of a car travelling at 17 miles per hour. This might not sound like a particularly dangerous speed, but were I to blunder, I’d likely end up in hospital. Thanks to Nick’s tutelage, the process of deconstructing an overwhelming challenge into smaller, more manageable sections was applied to every stunt I performed – high falls, explosions, even long dives underwater.

As a disabled man, I used this technique to stop me from becoming overwhelmed. I quickly learned that turning up somewhere new in a wheelchair, such as a hotel or restaurant, was a nightmare. There were all sorts of obstacles and fuckery that I hadn’t considered as an able-bodied person, and so much of it screwed with my head. To overcome any meltdowns, I applied the same logical thinking as I had to a gymnastics manoeuvre or stunt roll. Rather than taking everything in slow movements, I prepared my mind by first checking out a location on Google Maps. I visited websites to assess the wheelchair ramps and disabled facilities on site. Once I was satisfied with the challenges ahead, I alerted the venue and notified them of any requirements I might have. Everything was broken down into smaller, ­manageable bits. 

It was the only way to stop the everyday from doing my head in.

*

As the middle kid in the family, I loved showing off and was forever being told that I was playing up or acting stupid. My exuberant personality caused problems in the classroom, and once I’d made it to secondary school I was disciplined regularly. One time, a teacher tried to quieten me down by throwing an eraser in my direction, and the rubber missile struck me in the eye, leaving me with a proper shiner for a couple of days. Not that I could blame the bloke. He had thirty-odd kids to look out for, and I was ruining the class for everyone. Eventually, I went too far on a school trip to a canal boat and after I’d been shoved into the water by one of my classmates, I was sent to dry off. Feeling bored, I then climbed on top of the slow-moving barge, dressed in nothing but a skimpy towel, and when the boat passed under a motorway flyover, I ditched the towel, scaled the bridge and ran from one side of the road to the other, all while stark bollock naked. Dodging the passing traffic, car horns blaring, I jumped back down onto the boat as it emerged on the other side. When I was suspended from school for a week, it felt like a bonus.

I wasn’t a total chaos magnet. I excelled during PE, and despite my size I had physicality and could do more push-ups than just about anyone else in the class. Team sports weren’t my thing though. That’s because I didn’t like the idea of relying on other people to succeed, or of being at fault for a group failure. I wanted to win on my terms; I wanted to be accountable for my failures; and I loved activities that required a certain level of individuality. I was good at track and field, I was beyond handy on a trampoline, and because of my time at Havering, I was by far the best gymnast in the school, and so much fitter, stronger and body aware than my classmates. More than anything, though, I loved to perform. Whenever I was asked to put on a show, I came alive.

I’m sure if I was a kid now, I’d have been diagnosed with an attention deficit disorder of some kind and probably prescribed a certain amount of medication or counselling. But during the 1990s the awareness of those issues wasn’t as advanced as it is today, and I was written off as being a cocky pain in the arse. That was a shame because some aspects of my behaviour were related to circumstance and at four foot something, I was the smallest in my school, even during year 11.2 That made me a target for bullies, and like most kids that were picked on, I learned that one of the best ways of disarming an aggressor was to make him or her laugh. I used this defence mechanism regularly, but the downside was that my attitude made me a disruptive presence in school. Therefore: suspension.

When in attendance, I was miserable a lot of the time, though I hid it well. Most mornings I’d wake up feeling a lurching churn of dread in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to go to school and face another day of being verbally smashed about by the bigger lads. Some days, I was roughed up and stuffed into the class lockers, on others I was yanked to the floor by the straps of my backpack as I walked down the corridor. During rugby, I was often targeted for a showboating tackle by the better players, and the impact left me flattened in the mud. As if that wasn’t enough, I was called names, and none of them were particularly original: Titch. Pipsqueak. Half-pint. Midget. And then finally, once Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me had become a box-office hit, Mini-Me, after the character played by the late actor Verne Troyer, who had cartilage-hair hypoplasia and was only two feet eight inches in height. The fact I was almost twice his size didn’t seem to matter. The nickname was fired at me in class, across the playground and down the school corridors. 

The abuse wounded me badly. Often, I’d go home to my room and cry, or play up in front of my parents, both of whom were short too. One evening I even took my fear and sadness out on Mum, blaming her for what felt like a rough genetic hand-me-down.

‘It’s your fault I’m getting bullied!’ I yelled. ‘You made me this way . . .’

I felt like shit afterwards.

I soon outgrew Havering Gymnastics Club. At the age of eleven, and after a competitive tour to Australia with Nick, I upgraded to the South Essex Gymnastics Club, which would later become famous for training the Team GB athletes Max Whitlock (who would win three Olympic gold medals), Annika Reeder (the winner of three Commonwealth Games golds in the 1990s and a British gymnast who competed in two consecutive Olympic Games in 1996 and 2000), and Danny Lawrence, another international athlete-in-waiting who would go on to become one of my best mates. Much of this success was down to the coach, Jeff ­Hewitt-Davis – a former British gymnastics champion, ­Olympian and stunt performer for the ITV firefighting drama London’s Burning, plus some of the James Bond movies, and Saving Private Ryan. As far as I was concerned, Jeff was a hero. I could have listened to his stories for hours.

Training gave me peace. I didn’t stand out as a target at South Essex because a lot of the kids in the club were short arses too, and the sport’s most successful athletes were often small. One of the greatest gymnasts of all time, Kōhei Uchimura – who won gold medals in the 2012 and 2016 Olympic Games – was five foot four inches, which wasn’t that much taller than me. Meanwhile, the attitude inside the club was one of positive mental action; there was very little bullying, and everyone was encouraging of progress and effort. Of course, there were moments when cruel jokes were thrown around, or some roughhousing went too far, but most of the time it was nothing more than a little bit of piss-taking and I enjoyed it. If there were occasions where I felt victimised or even a little bit scared, I leaned into my sense of humour again, just like I’d done at school, and I became known as someone who could take a lot of abuse without losing their rag.

I often trained at the gymnastics club four or five times a week, and Jeff taught me about the key attributes needed to be a successful athlete. He told me that bravery was a big part of the sport and I needed to push past the fear to master various jumps, landings and techniques. I also had to be body aware and understand exactly where I was going to land or move, often at high speeds. Most importantly, though, I had to enjoy pain because there were regular bangs and crashes and a fair amount of blood. But whenever I took a whack, I dusted myself down and had another go at whatever it was I’d been doing, whereas a lot of my mates would blub on the sidelines or call their mum for a lift home. 

Not that it was easy. One time, I fucked up a moy on the parallel bars – a move in which I had to position myself in a handstand before swinging down and underneath. For a split second, I had to release my grip before catching the bar again in the middle. During one attempt, I lost concentration. I wasn’t focused enough and as I swung down, I cracked my shins on the metal support beams. The pain was excruciating, like being beaten around the legs with an iron bar, and when I looked down, my flesh had been cleaved open. Through the bloody mess, I saw the exposed white of my shinbone. Rather than wailing about it, I was patched up with butterfly stitches and a field dressing and got back on the mat once the bleeding had stopped.

Stretching was a whole other story. Often, Jeff instructed me to sit in the splits position for several minutes at a time, until the flexing, twanging ache in my groin, hamstrings and lower back was almost unbearable. After a while I learned how to breathe through the hurt, and the sensation of my muscles stretching and grinding became an emotional endeavour. I liked knowing how far I could push myself; I wanted to feel the edges of what was possible. Every now and then, while I was positioned on the mat, my legs pointing in opposite directions, Jeff would press down on my hips to deepen the stretch. My body burned in agony, but once I’d moved beyond the physical and emotional distress, I’d feel a satisfying wave of endorphins. In those moments, I told myself pain was an indication that weakness was leaving my body, and if ever I wanted to quit, like during a never-ending session of muscle-ups on the rings, I’d hear Jeff shouting encouragement across the gym. ‘If you’re cheating, you’re only cheating on yourself,’ he’d yell.

Learning to negotiate extreme pain soon became a psychological asset and I used it to dissipate the emotional suffering at school, due to the wrath of those older, bigger bullies. I drew on the humiliation and used it to fire myself up. Whenever I needed to muster more motivation while curving around the parallel bars, I visualised the face of my latest tormentor leering at me from the other side. As my legs spiked upwards, I imagined my foot connecting with his jawbone in a violent collision. This mental image helped me to become more aggressive. If I’d been told to smash out thirty chin-ups, and the effort felt too much, I remembered back to a time when a kid at school had told me that I was too small or too weak to do anything. I saw their face dropping as I completed the task. Then I’d imagine them trembling under the pressure of being ordered to do the same thing. 

When it came to competitive events, I wasn’t the most consistent athlete, but I was brave. As I grew older, I travelled all over the country to compete in different gymnastics meets and while I did OK, my problem was that the other lads from the South Essex Gymnastics Club were winning trophies and I wasn’t. There were times when I felt as if I were letting my parents down. Mum and Dad were very supportive and seemed happy to pay for my travel costs, but the fact I couldn’t find any regular success must have annoyed them a bit. Not that they ever showed it. They were glad I’d found a passion, and when I did well, such as the time I came first in the British Under-14s championships in the floor event (which was my favourite discipline, because tumbling was something I did everywhere – on the mat, in the garden and across the school playground), they were both chuffed.

Really, it wasn’t about scoring points and winning trophies. The buzz I got from gymnastics came from the performance. I loved showing off. If I could entertain an audience, I was happy, and one day I earned my first kiss after nailing a series of backflips on a lunch break at school. I’d had a crush on this one girl for ages, from infants to the end of junior school, and in the last summer before leaving for secondary education, I decided to take the opportunity to impress her by throwing down a series of moves I’d learned in the gymnastics club. It worked, too. And as our lips locked, my brain fused the connection between risk and reward, and I realised that taking chances and putting my body on the line made me a hit with the opposite sex. This was useful knowledge because I’d never been shy. I projected myself to protect myself and delivering a show gave me pleasure. The realisation would set me up for a lifetime of heroics and hurt.
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SMOKE AND MIRRORS

Other than Jeff’s stories at the gymnastics club, I had no real clue about the life of a stuntman. But I knew it looked bloody cool. As kids, my brothers and I had obsessed over any making of . . . documentaries, specials that went behind the scenes on a Hollywood blockbuster. This was especially so if they revealed how the special effects were created or explained the death-defying feats that went into producing some of the industry’s most famous stunts. We watched as the daredevil performer doubling Harrison Ford was pulled along by a truck on a dirt road in Raiders of the Lost Ark, his body lashed to its undercarriage by a bullwhip. We saw James Bond skiing through a town in For Your Eyes Only, knocking over wine glasses and scattering tourists enjoying their après ski in a Swiss mountain resort. And we stared, open-mouthed, as Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator launched his Harley-Davidson motorbike into a canal.

From the smouldering wreckage of planes, trains and automobiles emerged a weird cult hero – Robert ‘Spanky’ Spangler, a Hollywood stuntman, hellraiser, and former US green beret, who rose to fame after jumping the Rio Grande with a rocket-­powered truck. Spanky claimed to have broken the world record for the longest distance jumped in a car (328 feet, apparently). If legend was to be believed, the man jumped rivers, he jumped dams, and he jumped suspension bridges. No bridge was too far, no inferno too towering, and no escape too great – in Spanky’s mind, at least – but nine times out of ten, his stunts went horribly wrong, which amplified his top-billing status in our house. Whenever Spanky appeared in a video or documentary, I was glued. On one occasion, he jumped his car across a river, but the timing was all wrong, and when Spanky inevitably sank into the water, a dive team dragged his lifeless body to the bank. He was unconscious. Oh no! Spanky’s been killed! Then, as he was stretchered away, Spanky rose from the dead and lifted his thumbs to the onlooking crowd. Wait . . . He’s alive! Everyone went nuts and an important lesson was delivered to my fertile mind: Defying death made you a fucking hero. 
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