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    Introduction





    Looking back at my schooldays, although I was good at sport and enjoyed playing all sports, I was never the best at anything. While there were always people who were better than me, I had the belief that I could improve and become the best, so I always gave it a go and tried my hardest.




    After school, athletics became my life. For years I lived it and breathed it, so when the time came for me to finish competing and make a new life, I was nervous. However, I still believed in myself and my ability to face challenges. It is never easy to try something new but challenges are there to be overcome.




    I hope that in this book I can show you how the lessons I learnt in sport inspired and motivated me when I began my new life after athletics.




    I started on that new journey at the age of thirty-five. I’ve proved to myself that you can change direction and learn something new at any time, you really can. It is possible – believe in yourself. You can succeed.


  




  

    Chapter One





    My final race, in March 2003, marked the end of my life as a professional athlete.




    After the race, the farewell speeches, the photos and the tears, I felt really disappointed because I hadn’t run as well as I thought I should have. This wasn’t the way I had planned to leave. I was angry with myself and I remember my coach, Malcolm Arnold, coming over to see me. I said, ‘Malcolm, can we find one more race for me to do because I don’t want to go out of athletics this way?’ Malcolm looked me in the eyes and said, ‘When will you ever stop? You’ll always find something wrong to make you try again. Trust me, your whole career will not be judged on this one performance today.’ I understand now how wise he was.




    When I finished athletics, I had to ask myself what I was going to do for the next stage of my life. One part was over, but there was so much more to come. It was very scary, thinking about not being a part of a world I had always known.




    I remember a photographer asking to take a picture of me with all the medals I had ever won. He placed them in a semicircle around my head and I didn’t actually realise how much I had achieved until I saw them laid out like that. I remember thinking: ‘Wow! What a career!’ I was European Champion, held Commonwealth Games and three European Indoor titles, two World Outdoor titles, a World Indoor title and had achieved three world records – the only thing I hadn’t won was the Olympic Gold!




    Then I realised it was all about to stop.




    I didn’t actually dread getting up the next day but I was a little nervous because everyone was talking about ‘The End’. Of course it was really the beginning of a new and exciting time of my life. And above everything else, I was still Colin Jackson from Cardiff – and proud of it. For me, keeping my feet on the ground is very important. Living in Cardiff where I was born and brought up amongst good friends and family means everything to me. My family are very level-headed, down-to-earth people. For them I’m not special, I’m Colin. I think the fact that my parents were always very hard-working set my brother, my sister and me a good example. It’s from them that I get the hunger and the desire to try as hard as I possibly can in everything I do. They have also taught me not to crack under pressure and to have a real sense of what’s good and what’s bad. They set standards. To them, my work was and is no different from anyone else’s. The key is to have people around you who are honest and caring. They will always want the best for you.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Games lessons





    My parents, both Jamaican born and bred, came over to Britain in the fifties when hundreds of West Indian families decided to emigrate to Britain – the streets were apparently paved with gold!




    They set up home in Cardiff and it was in the Roath area of the city that I was born on 18 February 1967, the baby of the family. I’ve always hoped that a blue plaque would be put up outside the house to mark the occasion, but to date … nothing!




    I had a very happy and fortunate childhood in that my parents were strict, but, at the same time, very loving. We played lots of traditional card and board games, with snakes and ladders, ludo and Chinese chequers being the family favourites. My mother taught me card games, including a Jamaican version of gin rummy. We didn’t play for matches or buttons, just for the win, just for the victory.




    My father also taught me at a very early age to concentrate fully on what I was doing. During these games, if he thought for one moment that my mind was wandering, he would invariably come up with some great move and take most of my pieces. There was no fast route to winning – if I didn’t concentrate, I’d get beaten, simple as that. Even though these were only games, his words ‘Watch what’s going on before you make your move’ have been a good life lesson for me.




    It was the same with table tennis, which we used to play in the garage. My father wouldn’t give me a point if he could help it and any loose shot of mine would be smashed back at me. I had to learn the game properly and work at it, and only then could I start taking points from my father and think about winning.




    It was he who taught me to concentrate, work hard and be vigilant, and I will always be grateful for that.




    When I was four years of age, the family moved from Roath to a new estate in Cardiff at Llanedeyrn. My first school was Springwood Infants and I remember my first headmistress, Mrs George, very well. She was much loved by all her pupils and all around on the classroom walls there were pictures of her drawn by the kids. She, in turn, thought the world of her pupils and spent a lot of time with us and regularly visited our classrooms. Even at the age of four, I was full of energy and used to enjoy sports of all kinds. I remember representing Springwood in a Cardiff and District schools competition and running against five-year-olds … I came third!




    The years passed very quickly and I moved to my secondary school, Llanedeyrn High. It was probably the best in the county for producing winners at the school sports competitions. We had wonderful games’ teachers, and many of them had represented Wales in their chosen sports, including rugby, football, netball and diving. I had three gym teachers who were great: Mrs Kenfig, Mr Dyer and Mr Williams.




    Mrs Kenfig was special because, even when she shouted at you, you knew why that was. She wanted you to try, to give it a go, to give it your best shot. She never humiliated people, but rather worked on building up confidence and bringing out the best in her pupils and she was prepared to give up a lot of her time to achieve that.




    Mr Dyer and Mr Williams were young teachers and real “lads”. All the pupils thought they were so cool. They were strict but fair and had a special aura about them. If you were out of line or out of order, they would give you a wallop – worth avoiding. Little wonder that Llanedeyrn High was so successful at sports with such enthusiastic and hard-working teachers.




    For me everything was new at this school and I was eager to learn. I loved science; in fact, there weren’t many subjects I didn’t really like




    – though geography was one and I wasn’t very good at maths or the creative arts. I did enjoy cookery, however (which I still do today), and I can remember cooking breakfasts for my family at weekends. Somehow I managed to stay in the top group for my subjects all through school, something my sister had done some years earlier, and I was proud of that.




    In the academic subjects I was like everyone else, just part of the class, but as I got older, I attracted a lot of attention because I was good at sport.




    I played basketball, football, rugby, cricket and tennis. I hated the winter sports because they were outside and it was always freezing cold! Every time I was tackled, it was like landing on concrete. The girls were lucky, they were allowed to stay indoors, but for the boys it was outside, and no arguments.
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