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      For my mother

      
      and

      
      for my daughters

      
      Jamilla and Layla

   
      
      Foreword

      
      Michael Watson’s injury not only changed his life forever, but those of countless others. It resulted in improved safety provisions
         for all those competing in British sport, increased the funding for brain and spine research, and gave hope to the thousands
         of people affected by brain and spinal disorders. He is a man whose ability in the face of such horrendous adversity has inspired
         us all.
      

      
      I was among those blessed to walk with him on the six-day triumph that was his Flora London Marathon. After all that suffering,
         I asked him why he was willing to take part in the marathon. He replied, ‘Peter, it is for people less fortunate than me.’
         In so saying, he summed up what his awesome journey has meant. Michael has done far more for me spiritually than I have ever
         been able to do for him physically. He is a man who has given more to the world than he has taken. A man who, to this day,
         carries a burden that would extinguish most of us and yet continues to be a brilliant beacon of joy and hope.
      

      
      Peter J Hamlyn MB, BS, BSc, MD FRCS, FISM

      
      Consultant Neurosurgeon to St Bartholomew’s and The Royal London Hospital, 2004
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      Chapter 1

      
      My mum, Joan, grew up in Jamaica, but in 1964, a young woman of twenty, she got on a plane to London to follow my dad in search
         of a new beginning.
      

      
      She had no idea how her life would turn out when she arrived. At first they lived in a small flat in Stamford Hill in north
         London. Mum had a deep belief in God, so finding a church was important to her in a foreign land where she had very few friends.
         She found one in Tottenham and attended regularly. This helped her to settle in to her new life.
      

      
      Mum and Dad were married in 1964. My dad, Jim, had found a job in Enfield at a chemical company, and he kept the same job
         until he retired. Mum found a job too, but she left after a short while when she realised she was pregnant. My parents were
         both industrious and desperate to give their future family a good start in the new city they had chosen.
      

      
      By the time I was born, my parents were renting a two-bedroom flat in Rectory Road, Stoke Newington. Mum had put our names
         down on the local council’s books, but there was a long wait. We were on the council’s list nearly ten years before we moved
         into a permanent flat.
      

      
      I appeared on the morning of 15 March 1965 at Mother’s Hospital, Clapton. I was a very soft child, very gentle, and my mum
         remembers that I would cry at anything. She has also told me again and again that when I was a baby I looked like a little
         girl, with big dark eyes and long lashes.
      

      
      On Sundays I would be wrapped in blankets and taken to the Crescent Pentecostal church in Tottenham for a day of spiritual
         rejoicing. I would suck on a dummy if I was unhappy or teething or sick. I reached my first birthday on my mum’s lap, gently
         rocking to and fro to the hymns and prayers and salutations of the devoted flock of West Indian immigrants. I also heard the
         preacher’s thunder from the pulpit during those early days. It seems I grew up listening to believers talking to non-believers
         in churches and living rooms before I could read or write.
      

      
      When I was still only a baby, I was dropped off with a nanny for a time as my mum had managed to get a job at an old people’s
         home. Mum always worked when she could because that is what her parents back in Jamaica had taught her, but when I was little
         more than a year old Mum was pregnant again, so she stopped working and we spent a lot of time together at the flat in Rectory
         Road. Dad was working long and late hours at the Enfield factory, and Mum was running our lives in the small flat. Life, I guess, was fairly normal and very happy.
      

      
      My brother Jeffrey was born at Mother’s Hospital, Clapton, on 22 May 1967. He was then, and remains, my little brother, but
         later in life he would spend a few years playing big brother to me. It is not hard to imagine just how happy Mum was with
         her two boys. Our swift arrival must have helped her cope with leaving her first child, Dawn, in Jamaica with her parents,
         though she kept in touch.
      

      
      Even though Mum had her boys and my dad had his job, we did not lead a life of luxury or leisure at our small Rectory Road
         flat. There was lots of love but never enough money, and after Jeff was born Mum had to quickly go back to work at the old
         people’s home. Each morning Jeff would be tucked away warmly inside his pram and I would be lifted into the seat that is strapped
         over the pram’s cover. Mum would push us to the nanny’s house off Stamford Hill and then go and do a day’s work.
      

      
      One evening in January Mum picked us up from the nanny’s flat. It was freezing cold and Mum had been at work all day. I was
         on top of the blue Silver Cross pram, and Jeff was inside. As she waited at a crossing on Stamford Hill near the junction
         with Cazenove Road, a bus came slowly to a halt. She stayed on the pavement even when the driver motioned for her to walk.
         She waited as he put his arm out of the window and indicated to the traffic on his outside to slow down, waited a few seconds
         more, and then carefully pushed the pram on to the crossing. It took her a few steps to get clear of the bus.
      

            She managed just one more step before a car crashed into the pram and it was wrenched from her hands. The car had ignored
         the hand signal from the bus driver and had carried on regardless. Mum ended up on her hands and knees on the road with just
         a few scrapes and bruises. I was thrown from the chair and hurt my knees when I landed. I ended up under a parked car, but
         I was fine. Jeff took the full impact of the car and was thrown from the safety of his pram.
      

      
      One eyewitness later told Mum that all three of us had been thrown through the air, and the woman admitted that she thought
         all three of us were dead. The pram was crumpled and the wheels had been knocked clean off. It was a scene of carnage and
         people rushed from shops and cars to see if there was anything they could do.
      

      
      Jeff was not as lucky as me. When Mum had recovered from the initial shock of having the pram yanked from her hands, she ran
         over to where Jeff was. He was unconscious, and the fight to save his life had started.
      

      
      An ambulance arrived and Mum, Jeff and I were rushed off to the Prince of Wales hospital. Mum and I were examined and cleaned
         up, but elsewhere in the hospital doctors were taking X-rays and trying to find out just how seriously hurt Jeff was. He was
         eight months old and in a coma; for Mum every mother’s nightmare was about to begin.
      

      
      Jeff had suffered a serious head injury but he was simply too small for the surgeons to operate. His life was in the balance,
         and after three days he was given his last rites. By that time I had been taken from the hospital and was staying with members of Sister Paris’s church in Clapton, Mum’s replacement family.
      

      
      When Sister Paris found out about the last rites, she arrived at the bedside in the fiery manner of a Pentecostal preacher
         on a mission to save a soul. She took control at the side of the bed and besieged everyone, demanding that they pray to save
         Jeff. She knelt and prayed that afternoon with Mum and Dad. They prayed for my brother not to die, and Sister Paris prayed
         loud and clear for a miracle.
      

      
      Jeff held stubbornly on to life during four months in a coma. He was in hospital for my second birthday and for his first
         birthday. He finally came round. If you meet Jeff today you will notice that he drags his left side a bit and slurs his words,
         but he set the precedent for recovery in my family. His accident was a warm-up for Mum, though nobody could have predicted
         then that she would have to go through it all again with me twenty years later.
      

      
      When Jeff was released, Mum had to take him all over North London to different hospitals for specialist treatment. The driver
         of the car that hit the pram was prosecuted for not stopping. My Mum has done her best to erase the memory of the crash –
         she has no idea what happened to the driver. All she was bothered about was getting Jeff out of hospital and back to the flat
         in Rectory Road. In that flat we were a family again and life returned to normal, with Dad away a lot of the time working
         in Enfield. I was the big brother and I had to look after Jeff when we played together on the living-room floor.
      

            During the months after Jeff’s release from hospital in 1968 Mum developed an extra sense that alerted her if ever her boys
         needed her. The crash had scared her, and from that point on she was determined to keep both of her sons safe and never take
         a risk with us.
      

      
      A small child or baby with a brain injury has even less chance of communicating than an adult, but Mum always seemed to know
         when Jeff needed something or was in pain. It was the same with me when I was stuck inside the silence that resulted from
         the brain injury. Mum could read my eyes just like she read Jeff’s.
      

      
      Our flat in Rectory Road, Stoke Newington, was in a three-storey house in a mixed neighbourhood in a part of north London
         that was constantly changing. We lived in the middle flat and another two families lived below and above us. It was a happy
         community, busy with activity and the usual noise from young families.
      

      
      In 1969, a year after Jeff’s accident, he was recovering well but he still needed a lot of care and regular visits to different
         hospitals for assessments. I played with him all the time because I knew it would help with his recovery. He was my baby brother
         and to me he was just a normal kid. I would go with Mum and Jeff on their hospital visits – long days with several changes
         of bus and endless waiting. I was only small, but I can remember just how grey and cold the buildings looked and felt. None
         of them had changed over twenty years later when I ended up in a similar type of recovery unit. I’ve always had a bad feeling about old hospitals and dark hallways and I’m sure that comes from the many times I went with Mum
         and Jeff.
      

      
      One night at the flat, as Jeff and I played in the living room and watched the television, I could smell something. I had
         no idea where it was coming from, but I knew that it was not one of the normal smells that often filled the flat and the staircases
         in the rest of the house, like chicken cooking or Mum’s special stew. It was one that I had never experienced before, and
         it was getting stronger and stronger. I was only four but I knew it was odd and dangerous in some way.
      

      
      I called out to Mum but it was difficult for her to hear me above the noise of the television and the usual smashing and crashing
         from the kitchen. Eventually, after calling out a few times, I got up and walked over to the kitchen door. Mum was singing
         to herself as she prepared our food. I can remember part of the hymn and I am always struck by the relevance of the words.
      

      
      Your grace and mercy has brought me through,

      
      I’m living this moment because of you.

      
      Mum is a great cook and had started to get a reputation. She always said the two things she brought with her from Jamaica
         were her religion and her cooking skills.
      

      
      I could see the steam rising from the top of the stove and on the surfaces the various plates were piled high with food. She
         would prepare chicken, rice and peas, dumplings, cornmeal porridge and sweet potato. I took my eyes off the food and called
         her again. This time she heard me, stopped singing and turned round to look at me with surprise in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘What’s up, Michael? Where’s Jeffrey?’ she asked.

      
      I told her that I could smell something strange. She grabbed my hand and walked out of the kitchen with me, then she could
         smell it and she knew it was smoke from a fire. She had no idea where it was coming from, but she knew it was a bad situation
         when she walked into the living room.
      

      
      She told us to stay on the floor in front of the TV and went to the doors that led to the two bedrooms. First she opened our
         door and there was nothing in there. Then she turned the handle on her door and instantly heard the ‘whooshing’ noise that
         everybody discovering a house fire can remember. She quickly closed the door to keep the black smoke out of the living area.
         She knew then that she had to get her two boys out of the house and to safety, and quickly.
      

      
      She rushed across the room to where Jeffrey and I were sitting on the floor and picked us up, and then we were all heading
         for the door. We never stopped to get anything – Mum ran straight out of the flat and down the stairs to the street, shouting
         ‘Fire, fire, get out, get out.’
      

      
      Mum took us out of the front door on to the street. Behind us I could hear people shouting and doors opening and closing as
         panic took over. I can remember feeling scared because I still had no idea what was really happening, even when I saw the
         smoke start to drift out from the open door.
      

      
      Mum took us across the road and we turned to look back at the house. By now men, women and children from the other two families were running out of the door. Some had grabbed a few items but I don’t think anybody stayed to recover much because
         it was obvious from Mum’s voice and the smoke that the situation was serious. There was a lot of shouting between Mum and
         the other adults, and some neighbours in the busy street had started to look out of their windows. One of the women from a
         house a few doors down took Jeff from Mum and she wanted to take me, but I refused to leave Mum’s side.
      

      
      Somebody had called the fire brigade and I could hear the sirens somewhere in the distance. I just stood next to Mum, holding
         her hand and listening as neighbours came over and chatted and asked what had happened. I heard Mum tell people that I had
         been the one to smell the fire. There were a lot of adults, neighbours that I had seen and some that I had never seen, and
         they were all on the pavement, just standing and looking back at the house.
      

      
      I looked over and could now see why they were all staring – there was a volcano coming out of the front window in the middle
         flat. The flames and smoke were spreading quickly. Soon the room where Jeff and I had been playing in just a few minutes earlier
         was on fire.
      

      
      The fire brigade arrived and soon blocked the road off, and in a flash the two engines and dozens of men swarmed all over
         to try and put the blaze out. I can remember thinking that it was very exciting as I stood and watched. I held Mum’s hand
         as our home burned in front of our eyes. Mum was by now surrounded by a lot of familiar faces – I recognised women from Mum’s
         church, the Sister Paris in Clapton, and other people that I had seen in the flat at various times. Mum often cooked for other families and some of the women had been
         to the house to collect food. Everybody seemed very concerned for us, but Mum seemed as strong then as I can ever remember
         her being. She told me many years later that a great fear gripped her that night because she realised just how close she had
         come to losing her boys. She was not crying and screaming because she had us and she was safe, but I can guess at the enormous
         sense of relief she felt.
      

      
      I watched as the flames were slowly put out and the black and smelly smoke from the old furniture filled the air in the street.
         The volcano was gone and the firemen started to move in and out of the smoking house. I guess I expected them to come out
         with an armful of my favourite toys but they dragged out filthy mattresses and sofas instead and threw them on to the pavement.
         The house was gutted and none of the families could salvage much from the wreck of the flames.
      

      
      Mum lost all of her pictures of Jeff and me, and to this day she has only managed to get a few together by asking relatives
         to give her back any that she had sent them. As a father, I now realise just how hard that must have been because I’ve got
         my own children and I love the pictures I have of them. At my mum’s flat in Islington there are pictures of me with my two
         daughters, but none of Jeff and me, which reminds me of what my mum lost that night in the fire.
      

      
      On that night the pictures were far from Mum’s mind because the most important thing was we were all safe. Once again her
         faith had pulled her through, with just a little bit of help from my nose! Mum always tells people that God put it in me to raise the alarm and save everybody in that house. I thank God for
         saving us that night.
      

      
      The police arrived and joined the rest of the people watching the flames. Soon, however, they naturally started to ask questions
         about the fire and where it had started. Mum told them that I had been the first to smell the fire and that it had started
         in her bedroom. Mum thinks it was the old paraffin heater, which was how we all kept warm during the cold, damp winter months.
         She thinks the heater tipped over, or something fell on it earlier in the evening, and then the fire spread. Later that night
         the fireman told Mum that most house fires started that way.
      

      
      There were just a few people left on the street by the time the fire brigade had finished dragging out the smouldering furniture,
         and we all looked at what remained of 64 Rectory Road. It was the only home that I had ever known and now it was gone.
      

      
      One of the women with Mum on the pavement was Doris White, and she stood and listened as the police told us that we would
         be put in a local bed and breakfast for the night. I think Mum knew what type of hostel we would end up in and I know she
         was not looking forward to taking her boys there.
      

      
      ‘Sister Joan,’ she said to my mum, ‘you can come and stay with us.’

      
      It was settled there and then, and she went off to phone her husband to come and get us from the street.

      
      Uncle Joe arrived not long after she made the call. I knew him already from his visits to the flat and from our visits to the same church that he took his wife and six children to, but
         on that dark and cold night when he pulled up in a van it was the start of a special relationship between us. He was not my
         dad, but at times he was even more than a dad. I treated him like a dad and he has always said that he thought of me as a
         son.
      

      
      Uncle Joe climbed out from the driving seat to greet everybody on the pavement. He knew the women who had gathered to comfort
         and offer support to Mum from the church in Clapton. They all respected him for his beliefs and his faith, and he would eventually
         have his own church. Back then he was a very charismatic man, and even now, in his seventies, there remains something special
         about him.
      

      
      In the early fifties Uncle Joe arrived in Britain from Montserrat in the West Indies. He was part of the first wave of West
         Indians to arrive in Britain for a better life with more opportunities than the life they had left behind in the Caribbean.
         Uncle Joe could turn his hand to anything, and he often had to during his first few years in Britain when he struggled to
         make ends meet.
      

      
      ‘Michael, a man has to work,’ he would always tell me.

      
      He drove coaches all over the country and also worked for Customs and Excise at Heathrow airport. He had a varied and entertaining
         life, but the most amazing tale he told was the night he found God while he was in bed at his house in Evering Road, Stoke
         Newington.
      

      
      It was just a normal night, but Uncle Joe was having trouble sleeping. He was thinking about all the things he had to do when
         he heard a voice.
      

            ‘Stop, Joe.’

      
      The way Uncle Joe tells the story has not changed much over the years. When he heard the voice he looked over his shoulder
         to see if somebody was behind his bed, but he knew he was on his own. He also knew immediately where the voice had come from.
         Uncle Joe got out of bed and fell to his knees. He stayed down on his knees and prayed. He offered himself to God on that
         carpet that night and he has never looked back.
      

      
      Uncle Joe knew that he needed to find a church and find it quickly, because from that moment his old life was over and he
         wanted to give his new life to God. He went out into the street and unlocked the door to his car and drove until he found
         a Pentecostal church, which was the only kind of church he knew because back in Montserrat he had seen Pentecostal churches
         when he was younger. Uncle Joe had not been religious until the night he fell from bed and dropped to his knees.
      

      
      Eventually he found a church and tracked down the pastor and, as he tells it, arrived at the pastor’s door at midnight. The
         man opened his door and didn’t seem surprised that Uncle Joe was standing there. Uncle Joe told the pastor what had happened
         and they prayed. He became a devoted member of the church and eventually started to preach himself. It was shortly after his
         conversion that Uncle Joe met my mum and dad.
      

      
      That night in Rectory Road was not the first or last time that I came close to death. Looking back at the fire, I realise
         that I’m a man with a destiny and a purpose. The fire and other things happened for a reason. They made me become the man I am today. God gave me my life back so that I could give to others. I
         know that now, but on that dark night in Rectory Road I was just a little boy holding on to my Mum’s hand and never wanting
         to let go as we watched our small flat burn.
      

      
      Later that night, after we had all settled in at Uncle Joe’s in Dalston, my dad finally appeared. He had been at his job in
         Enfield and had been unaware of what had happened.
      

      
      We finally left Uncle Joe’s house and moved to 43 Forest Road, Dalston after ten months. The new flat was just a temporary
         home until the council could put us somewhere permanently. After surviving Jeffrey’s accident and the fire as a family, living
         in a temporary home was not much of a hardship.
      

      
      In 1970 I started at Queensbridge primary school, which was very close to the flat. Each day Mum would take me there and then
         she would put Jeff on a bus that came to the flat and took him off to a school for people with special needs. Mum would go
         to work at a nursing home in Dalston.
      

      
      On my first day at Queensbridge I met a boy called Ray Webb and although we never fought in the playground, many years later
         we trained together at Colvestone gym. Ray became my sparring partner and once actually broke my nose.
      

      
      There were times when Mum was stuck at work and somebody else, usually one of the sisters from the church, would pick me up.
         However, Mum would always cook a full meal when she arrived home. She worked long hours and never had any private time, and that is one of the main reasons that the church was so important to her. Each weekend she would dress
         up and involve herself in various church functions and affairs over both days. There always seemed to be something happening,
         and it has never changed. My dad was never really a big part of it, and he would stay at home with Jeff when Mum took me.
         Although he had occasionally gone to church when he and Mum first got married, the fascination had faded, and even though
         he was a close friend of Uncle Joe I think he found their religious fervour too strong. He worked even longer hours and was
         never as influential as Mum was in our upbringing.
      

      
      The council finally found us a permanent home three years later in 1973, a new flat in St. Aubin’s Court on the De Beauvoir
         Estate on the edge of Islington and Dalston. It was less than half a mile from the flat in Forest Road, and it felt like a
         proper home from the very start. I would have to change schools and move from Queensbridge to the Whitmore Road school, but
         that was easy.
      

      
      At the new school it was easy to make friends because so many of the boys lived in the same flats. There were the Pattersons,
         Ronald, Crooksy and Leyton. We would play together on the street and on the small bit of grass near the flats. But it was
         at the flats that I made a significant friendship with a boy called Lennard Ballack. Our families were friendly, and my brother
         Jeffrey spent a lot of time with Lennard. Over the years, Lennard and I became close, and he has selflessly given me, and
         continues to give, a lot of help and support. As a true friend he has been there through the good times and the bad.
      

      
      Mum, Jeffrey and I would make the short journey to the church as many as three times each week. Mum would have her hat on
         and Jeffrey and I would have on our best clothes, which often led to a few comments from my friends back at the flats. They
         would call out to me, ‘Hey, Sunday School Boy.’ When I was a bit older they changed the name and called me ‘Pastor Watson’.
         But as my mum would always say, ‘Only the best is good enough for God’.
      

      
      Uncle Joe was now part of the family and was a regular visitor to our new flat. He got on very well with Mum and Dad and was
         very good to Jeffrey and me.
      

      
      Life at St. Aubin’s Court was good and I enjoyed school. I always like to dress smart and would make trips to the West End
         to go shopping. I was surrounded by a loving family and a lot of friends. I would play football and cricket whenever I got
         the chance.
      

      
      At eleven I went to Daneford School in Bethnal Green, which was again not far from where we lived. It was a big school. I
         was growing up fast, but Mum and Uncle Joe thought I needed to ‘tough up’ a bit. Actually school was never a problem for me
         because I kept quiet and tried to stay clear of trouble and confrontation.
      

      
      I was quiet and very shy. I had few close friends and liked to keep my own company, apart from when I was playing games. But
         nothing rough. I was never a fighting kid. No one, least of all me, realised what fight I had in me.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      At fourteen I decided that I wanted to box. I had watched Muhammad Ali and Roberto Duran on TV and I liked their style and
         their temperament. The boxing gym was not far from the flat, but for me each short walk became part of a longer journey.
      

      
      I first went looking for a form of self-defence. Shortly before I joined the club I was involved in a scrape with an older
         and bigger boy that had left my pride bruised if my face intact. I knew that Mum was right when she said that I needed to
         ‘tough up’, but that was more to do with me being nice than me being ‘soft’. However, I wanted to learn how to defend myself
         if I ever had to.
      

      
      I was a member at Crown and Manor before I started to use its boxing gym. I did athletics and was really committed to it.
         But as soon as I was inside the ring with the gloves on, I realised this was my destiny. It seemed I had a natural talent
         for throwing a punch. And it was a boy from the flats who led me to this discovery.
      

      
      One day we were playing football and I scored the winning goal. This boy was a bad loser, so he came up to me and started
         calling me names, and telling me that I should be at church praying, not playing football. When he pushed me I started to
         retaliate, I thought enough is enough. But I was no match for him and he beat me up! I realised then I had to learn to defend
         myself and headed for a boxing gym.
      

      
      I was sharp enough and quick enough to learn some essential rules from the very start. I worked out long before I became a
         decent amateur boxer that the most important thing inside the ring was hitting, not getting hit. From the start I could hit
         the other boy with a clean and accurate punch and not get hit. I could stand up right and put together jabs and a few other
         punches from the earliest days, and as I was taught more and more I just absorbed everything. It was all coming together,
         and each night back at the flat I would shadow-box and put myself through endless hours of moving and punching.
      

      
      As soon as I started boxing I knew I had found the perfect way to express myself. I felt I had a gift from God and that I
         had natural talent in the boxing ring, and to add to that I was a born entertainer.
      

      
      After a few weeks in the gym I was finally allowed to spar, something I had been waiting for patiently. In front of the bags
         and on the pads I could hit the target with a list of different punches. I could land jabs and hooks, short rights, right
         uppercuts and move in and out easily. I enjoyed sparring even better. I always felt in control and dominant. I liked demonstrating my potential, showing off my skill, and I loved the reaction
         from people watching.
      

      
      I had about twenty fights at Crown and Manor and I think I only lost twice. Bob Kipps and Eric Whistler, who ran the boxing
         club, can’t remember me losing more than twice, and both of those were important fights. The first loss was at the Bloomsbury
         Crest hotel in May 1981 in the Junior Amateur Boxing Association final at Class B under-71 kilos. It was my first final, and
         at sixteen I really thought I was something special. In the gym and the ring until that time I had been in control, and my
         right hand could end most fights. That night, thinking I was the star of the show, I lost on points to Currock House’s Garry
         Sanderson. It was still a close fight, but the lesson was simple – never be too confident.
      

      
      Perhaps the worst part of the defeat was that the Bloomsbury Crest hotel was about two miles from where I was living. That
         hit me hard because I had a lot of supporters in the packed hall, including some from Mum’s congregation. It was reassuring
         to have them there and I didn’t want to disappoint them.
      

      
      My brother Jeff never came to any of my fights because he didn’t like to see me get hurt. And my dad only saw me fight once.
         But Uncle Joe came to most of them and spurred me on and always kept cool because he had confidence in me. Mum never had a
         problem with my fights because she knew that I was more than able to look after myself. She worried more about the opponent
         who was on the receiving end. I’d learned my lesson good and fast.
      

            The loss in the Junior ABA finals was, sadly, to prove not quite enough of a wake-up call for me. In December 1981 I travelled
         with Eric and Bob to Milton Keynes for the National Association of Boys Clubs Class B semi-final. I had a kid called R. Connor
         from New Addington. I had no idea where New Addington was, but I quickly found out that R. Connor was in fact Roy Connor,
         a previous champion when he was with a different club. The surprises didn’t stop there. At the weigh-in we all realised that
         Connor had joined the Fitzroy Lodge club in Lambeth, South London and he had Mick Carney, one of the amateur sport’s legendary
         trainers, in his corner.
      

      
      I lost that night because I had no idea how to deal with Connor’s southpaw style and timing. I was used to opponents jabbing
         with their left, but Connor used his right. He knew enough to let me miss and counter and glide away in what was no doubt
         a dull fight to watch but a superb boxing lesson of the highest order. I had more power and I was fit, but I had no luck in
         that ring against such a superior fighter. Also, I was too confident going into the fight. But even if I had been more respectful,
         I would probably have lost. I needed an extra edge to my boxing game, and I knew the right place to get it.
      

      
      I was just seventeen when I decided that dominating the ring at Crown and Manor was never going to help me get where I wanted
         to be. I was wise enough to realise that I needed to be tested or my progress would stop.
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