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  For my granddad Jim and my son Milo –


  I hope I’ve made you both proud, and


  will continue to strive to do so.




  To Susie, you have shown me the true meaning of love.


  Now and always.


  P.S. Thank God for Twitter.


  Oh, and my ability to bowl. I definitely won both games!




  And finally, to my parents, Tracy and Andrew –


  quite simply, thank you.




  





  INTRODUCTION




  It’s just another competition. That’s what they tell you. That’s what you’re supposed to think.




  Try telling yourself that when you are stood on the runway of London 2012 men’s long jump final, when 80,000 people are whipping themselves into a frenzy at the very sight of a British

  vest, when what you do in the next few seconds could completely change your life.




  The stakes are that high. This is a moment for which I’ve built every muscle fibre, for which I’ve conditioned every thought and action for seven years. Barely anybody outside

  athletics circles knows who I am; they certainly don’t know the journey that brought me to this moment: the 17 hamstring tears, the numerous other setbacks, both in my athletic and personal

  life. To ramp up the pressure further, just 36 hours earlier I called my best friend to ask for advice, panicking as I’d gone into an overdraft I didn’t have.




  Of course it’s not just another competition.




  The enormity of the challenge hits home on my first jump. Usually I can block out the noise of the crowd as I throw myself down the long jump runway. But this time their roar is not just

  deafening, it’s terrifying. The cheers reverberate in my chest and get in my head, and before I know it I’ve jumped 6.28m – around two metres short of what will be required to

  become Olympic champion.




  I get it right in the second round, jumping 8.21m, but that surely will not be enough given many of my rivals have jumped at least 15 centimetres further in their careers. Yet, there’s a

  possibility that if I can pull a massive leap out of the bag, the pressure on my opponents’ shoulders will be just as intense as the atmosphere in the stadium.




  The third round comes and goes. I’m still leading. But I need to produce more.




  As I stand on the runway for round four, I look across the track to see Jessica Ennis crossing the line in the 800m, the last event of the heptathlon. The noise which greets her victory is the

  loudest I have heard in my life. It’s as if a plane has broken the sound barrier above Stratford.




  Suddenly I have a blunt moment of clarity. You know what? I want a gold medal of my own.




  I clap my hands above my head, feeding off the wild spike in the crowd’s adrenaline. I shrug my shoulders, shaking the tension from my body like sand off a beach towel. Finally, I crouch

  into my starting position, a position I’ve practised and held thousands of times before. I pause and begin to rock back and forth. I take a deep breath and tell myself that I will dedicate

  this next jump to my grandfather Jim, a wonderful and caring man who died of cancer in 2008 and was my biggest inspiration.




  Everything that happens next is too fast to take in; when a jump goes right it’s just instinctive, it knits together perfectly.




  It takes me 20 steps to travel the 45 metres to the take-off board, by the time I jump I am travelling at over 20 miles an hour. As my pace quickens, I get the sensation that this is a good one,

  this is all coming together. Then I hit that sweet spot on the board.




  In a blur I land in the sandpit, roll, and rise to my feet as quickly as I can. It feels big – but how big? Sometimes feelings are misleading. The scoreboard flashes up with 8.31m. The

  fourth best jump in my life just when it matters most. The crowd go crazy again. Inside, I’m doing the same, but I’m careful to rein in my emotions. There’s still two rounds to

  go. I must have at least bagged myself an Olympic medal, but I don’t think it will be enough for gold.




  Throughout the competition I have been chatting to Mitchell Watt, the Australian jumper, one of my best mates on the circuit. Right now, though, he is also my most dangerous threat. In 2011 he

  topped the world rankings with a monster 8.54m leap. If he can connect, he’ll surpass me. He knows it, and I know it.




  But the fifth round comes and goes, and I’m still ahead. The crowd’s expectations are rising, as are my stress levels. That’s the thing with the long jump. You might be

  winning, but you can’t be sure of victory until the final jump from the final jumper, and any one of them could produce something.




  Meanwhile on the track, just a few steps away, the men’s 10,000m begins. In 28 minutes, Mo Farah will be storming down the home straight to win another gold medal for Britain. But all my

  focus has to be on the seven opponents next to me.




  The last round. Seven men left with a chance of gold. Six. Five. And then four. Now it’s only three. The medal standings haven’t altered, which means I definitely have a bronze

  medal. But Mitch, the biggest barrier to my success, is on the runway.




  He sprints hard, hits the board and jumps high into the air and looks like he has flown out to at least eight metres without much effort. Even I want to admire it, while desperately hoping he

  sinks like a stone. And then, as if by divine intervention, that’s what happens. He drops into the pit and I know it’s not enough even before the scoreboard flashes up 8.16m.




  My heart jumps. I am now guaranteed silver. The American Will Claye is next. His personal best is 8.26m, so he needs the jump of his life to take my gold medal.




  But it doesn’t happen for him. Will runs straight through the pit, and in that split second his failure becomes my greatest moment of success. All of a sudden I am drowned by waves of joy.

  Everything I have ever wanted has suddenly just happened to me.




  I don’t know whether to laugh, cry, run around, or jump in the crowd. Perhaps I could do them all at once? The overriding feeling is one of relief. I’ve always been the nearly guy,

  the maybe guy, the probably not guy. And now I am Olympic champion, on home soil, as part of a historic night in British sport.




  After I finish my lap of honour, I stand under the Olympic flame so I can watch Mo cross the line to win the first of his two gold medals at London 2012. I feel the heat of the flame on my neck

  as I see the final act of one of the greatest moments of British sport from the best seat in the house. Incredibly, Great Britain have just won three gold medals in 46 minutes. No wonder the next

  day the papers are calling it Super Saturday.




  Given what I’ve been through to get to that point, I don’t intend to stop there. As I defiantly tell reporters straight after the competition: This is just the start.




  





  CHAPTER 1




  No Christmas, No Birthdays




  I hate sports autobiographies. Most bore me to death. So before I started writing this, I had a clear condition in my mind: I had to be brutally honest. I didn’t want

  this to be a conventional, sugar-coated, bland tale of a developing sportsman. All the mistakes, all the stupid things I did growing up – and there are a great many – made me what I am

  today. As did my unconventional upbringing. As did the odd smacking.




  I would have been about five when I realised my family were different. All my school friends were looking forward to something called Christmas and getting presents from someone called Father

  Christmas. But when I asked my parents about it, their reply was short. I was told it was just not something that we do, and it was made extremely clear that I should not bring the subject up

  again.




  Their reaction was just as bad when it came to birthdays. These were also banned, or at least celebrating them was. I wasn’t even allowed to go to other people’s parties because it

  was against my parents’ Jehovah’s Witness faith.




  Easter was also off the list – it was not mentioned in the Bible, so it was not to be celebrated. So you see the underlying theme of the household in which I grew up.




  We weren’t well off, either. At least by most people’s standards. Whenever times got tight, as they often did for a family reliant on my dad Andrew’s income as a self-employed

  builder, lunches would often consist of tins of beans or dried pasta with grated cheese on top. My mum Tracy would do an incredible job of rustling up a stew with whatever cuts of meat we could

  afford. Though I must say, we ate her casserole so many times that it brings an involuntary gag reflex when I think of it now. On Sundays, however, she would make amazing roast dinners.




  With this in mind, one of the most surprising and amusing aspects of being in the public eye is that people think I’m posh. I guarantee you that whenever I venture any opinion on social

  media, the abuse I get is usually directed either at the colour of my hair – there’s not much I can do about that – or at my apparently privileged upbringing. I get stuff like

  ‘Greg Rutherford has thrown his posh toys out the posh pram again’ all the time. If they could go back in time to when I was born into the world on 17 November 1986, weighing a whopping

  9st 6lb – yes, my poor mum! – they would discover that the reality was somewhat different.




  Originally, my mum had wanted to call me Dennis and, funnily enough, she now has a cat of that name who is a big fat bruiser, but in the end my parents agreed to call me Gregory James Rutherford

  instead. My mum would never say this, but I think she wanted a name that sounded a bit fancier than we actually were, given that we were the definition of a working-class family from Bletchley,

  Milton Keynes. She called my elder brother Robert Andrew Rutherford, which I guess also has a relatively well-to-do ring to it.




  I’m proud of my upbringing, but financial struggles come with a cost, and the strain on my parents often put pressure on other areas of their lives. I don’t think it helped that I

  was such an energetic child, relentlessly refusing to sit still and always exploring. My brother Robert, however, was an easy baby by all accounts – put him on a rug in the front room with

  some toys, and he wouldn’t move all day. But a couple of years after him, my mum had me: a child who literally would not stop, every hour of the day, and the night.




  She tells of how I was constantly climbing and falling from particularly precarious locations. Though I actually learned to walk quite late, at around 15 months, my mum always says I used to be

  a total nightmare. And now, seeing my son Milo, who is apparently just as energetic as I was at his age, it really can’t have been easy for her, especially with my dad working outrageously

  long hours.




  According to my parents, my early childhood was one dramatic episode after another. If I wasn’t falling off something or pulling something over, I was cracking my head open. When I was

  about four, I tried to cut my own hair with scissors, and my mum went mental. She marched me to a brutal Italian barber’s in Bletchley. The barber took one look at me and said, ‘Well, I

  can’t do anything with that,’ and roughly shaved my head. The problem was – apart from the fact that I now looked like a little ginger hooligan – I also had lots of scars

  all over my head from my mishaps past and present, so in trying to avoid her child looking like he was homeless, the shaving of my head only made me look like a thug instead.




  As happens in any normal school, when I was young I would be thrilled to receive birthday party invitations from friends, and I used to go home and beg my mum to allow me to go. Every time the

  answer was the same: no. I used to plead with her, promising, ‘I won’t sing “Happy Birthday” and I won’t eat the cake, I just want to play with my friends,’ but

  it never worked. The first time I went to a birthday party I was in my late teens.




  I hated this restriction, and what my parents never perhaps appreciated was that in my mind their adherence to this rule was almost deliberately breeding a level of segregation from my current

  and future friends. Naturally, on the Monday at school everyone would be talking about the party they had gone to at the weekend. Except me. I really cannot overstate just how much I hated it. It

  was horrible.




  Their stance does, to a lesser extent, remain today. Even when it was my son Milo’s first birthday in 2015, my mum was there and actually made him a beautiful rainbow cake, but I suspect

  she felt uncomfortable getting involved; she didn’t buy any presents or anything like that. My dad wasn’t even there at all, nor were my grandmas. It was just Susie’s side of the

  family and friends. On the one hand, it was a bit sad. On the other, my parents were baptised Jehovah’s Witnesses, they met through their faith, so I have to respect this, much though I wish

  it was not the case.




  Christmas would just be a normal day too, which is quite a difficult task considering so much in our culture in the UK is defined by the build-up to the festivities in December. We would sit in

  our house, doing nothing. My parents would completely ignore it. As a result, I never grew up with the childhood fantasy of a jolly man with a bushy white beard and a red-and-white costume bringing

  you presents – Father Christmas was simply never mentioned. Just as well, given I never received presents anyway!




  I remember being at school and seeing my classmates getting excited about Santa coming, and I’d actually be thinking these kids are all stupid – Father Christmas doesn’t even

  exist. I suppose the one benefit of being from a Jehovah’s Witness family was that I never had to experience the letdown of finding out he wasn’t real  . . .




  Christmas meant only two things: leaving school a few days early because everyone was involved in the nativity play and other Christmas-related activities in which I was not allowed to

  participate, and better TV. Even then we were banned from watching anything to do with Christmas, so that upside was quickly diminished.




  I remember one Christmas Day morning, I actually took a glass and put it against the wall in our front room to listen to next door’s kids opening their presents. I stood on a chair with

  the cup pressed to my ear and my head close against the wall, feeling incredibly jealous of their excitement as they unwrapped their presents while, at the same time, really trying to be as happy

  as I could be for the two little girls who lived next door.




  The mention of this story to my partner Susie has her welling up. But at the time, I didn’t know any better. It wasn’t so much a sad occasion for me at the time; it was simply my

  reality. The 25th of December (which was my staunch Jehovah’s Witness grandma’s birthday as well) for us was a normal day, with a normal dinner, some TV, and then bed. Even now, I feel

  really awkward opening presents in front of people. It’s a kind of hangover that’s developed because it was just something so alien to me when I was growing up. Conversely, nowadays, I

  am probably completely over the top when it comes to buying gifts for others. I’m just not experienced enough to get the art of gift-giving right.




  It was only when I was about nine or ten that I started questioning my parents’ decision to put a blanket ban on celebrating the days that everyone else did as a matter of course. I

  couldn’t understand what was so wrong about everyone getting to see their family, having treats to eat and trying to have an enjoyable time. A great many people aren’t religious, but

  most recognise that any occasion that brings a family together and makes them happy is a lovely thing, regardless of any spiritual or other connotation it may have. Alas, my parents disagreed.




  And there was certainly no room for magic or fantasy in our house, of the kind that really light up a young child’s eyes. If I asked about a tooth fairy my parents would be like,

  ‘Don’t be stupid – there’s no such thing.’ And Halloween was a massive no-no. My mum, especially, was very anti entertaining the notion of ghosts or the supernatural,

  even when presented in a tongue-in-cheek way.




  Coming from a Jehovah’s Witness family meant that we would attend meetings in our places of worship, Kingdom Halls, on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays, as well as going around

  people’s houses knocking on doors – yes, the activity everyone associates with Jehovah’s Witnesses was part of my life growing up. I don’t really remember people’s

  reactions to it, because I guess I was quite young. To me, it was the fact that I was spending time with my dad, and seeing him interact with other people, that mattered. I didn’t realise

  that we were actually annoying a lot of people by knocking on their door of a Sunday afternoon.




  A few times a year, we would also travel to the Ricoh Arena, a stadium in Coventry, for large gatherings of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Like most kids, I didn’t enjoy being forced to go

  somewhere and sit all day to listen to somebody harp on about something I had no idea about, just because my parents had made me go there. It was, as I guess most religious ceremonies are for kids,

  incredibly boring. I have a vivid memory of going to one gathering in the late 1990s, and there was this boy about the same age as me making a speech. I remember my grandma turning to me and

  saying, ‘Don’t you wish one day you could be like this child?’ But all I thought was, ‘Oh my God, no – this lad is a complete tool!’ Naturally, my actual reply

  was more like, ‘Yes, Grandma, of course, that would be lovely.’




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Tough Times




  My sister Natalie came along six years after me. She was born with a dislocated hip, which should have been relatively easy to fix, but it wasn’t picked up immediately

  and so she ended up having several operations, one of which went disastrously wrong. Thankfully, she recovered, but my parents’ perspective switched in many ways, and my poor dad in

  particular suffered immensely. As a parent now myself, I can’t begin to imagine what they went through, but I can perhaps start to empathise with the stress they were under and how that

  subsequently and inevitably filtered down to how family life was sometimes not so harmonious.




  Of course, when we were growing up, Mum and Dad did everything in their power to give us the best opportunities they could. Our lives were not always easy, but my dad in particular had it far

  harder, for he grew up on the poverty line without a father. My grandma worked three jobs, yet she always struggled to keep her family’s head above water. My dad tells the story of just how

  resourceful his mother was when he was little: if they had cereal in the morning, she would put milk in my dad’s bowl and then, when he had finished his breakfast, he would pass the bowl to

  her. She would then put cornflakes in the same bowl, using the last dregs of the milk to save money.




  I can’t comprehend that. We always had milk in the fridge. We always had cereal. And even if we had cheap meals – 7p tins of Netto beans on toast made from long-life bread sticks in

  my mind as a staple – we never went hungry as my mum could always make something tasty from the cupboard, and she’s a fantastic baker. My dad has worked himself to the bone almost every

  day of his life for over 40 years, which is not conducive to forging strong family bonds, but at the same time was perhaps a natural response to his upbringing. Like every parent, he wanted a

  better future and life for his kids than his own, and I admire his work ethic.




  However, for someone who was very working class, my dad did have an unusual second job – as a ski instructor. I know it sounds really odd, but it was one of those things that happened

  completely by chance. Because Dad didn’t come from an affluent household, as a kid he never got to go on holiday. But one year, another Jehovah’s Witness family from Harpenden, in

  Hertfordshire, kindly told my gran they wanted to take him on their annual skiing trip. He went, caught the bug, and he was such a natural that when he got older he qualified as an instructor so

  that he could sometimes teach at the Hemel Hempstead dry ski slope after he had finished his building work for the day. He would help out there when we were little and would take us along to learn.

  So while it sounds quite bizarre, from a very young age my brother and I learned to ski – and still love it to this day.




  My mum’s upbringing was slightly different. She grew up with both parents: my granddad, who was one of the gentlest and kindest men you could ever imagine, and my grandma Carole. Life was

  more harmonious, but thanks to my grandma’s often fiery nature and outspoken behaviour, it could occasionally be volatile. She’s a wonderful woman – but she certainly knows her

  own mind!




  I must stress, there were plenty of fun times in my childhood, too. I have a distinct memory from when I was very young of my brother and me waking up super-early to surprise my dad by sneaking

  downstairs. This must have been about 5am, because we didn’t see him much in the early years as he was working so much. It was a rubbish surprise looking back now, just being downstairs in

  the house at a time of day when normally we wouldn’t. It’s funny what a powerful mental impact something so simple can have on a child; he was probably only mildly taken aback and then

  got on with his day.




  Some of my fondest memories, as for many young boys I’m sure, are of being out the back of my house, playing football in the road with my dad. It didn’t happen that much, but I

  cannot tell you how I loved those moments. More often than not, though, on a Sunday afternoon I would beg him: ‘Oh, Dad, can we go play football?’ Obviously, the poor bloke was totally

  knackered from work and he’d say, ‘I’m too tired, I need to have a rest,’ and just as the times we did play gave me so much joy, I’d really feel the

  disappointment.




  While music wasn’t a big thing in our house, Mum had a record player in the front room and now and again she would put on the vinyl and dance around to the Bee Gees and Abba while she was

  cleaning, which was fun to witness.




  But, when things did get tough for my brother and me, they got really tough. To put it mildly, our house became a volatile place to live, with a lot of shouting, and smacking. One day my dad

  would be fine, the next he wouldn’t speak to anyone. My parents would have blazing rows. And, far more often than I would have liked, I felt I took the brunt of the fallout.




  To make matters worse, like a lot of people neither of my parents was good at showing their emotions properly. Often we’d hear them shouting at each other, which is difficult for any

  child. Of course, everybody argues and has the odd fight, but for years it felt very explosive. It was particularly tough in the early nineties, when the bottom fell out of the building trade and

  my dad had no work. He was desperately having to pick up jobs wherever he could just to keep us afloat, and it must have been so tough for them both, especially with children to consider.




  However, it wasn’t only personality clashes that were causing full-scale eruptions in the Rutherford household.




  It all started when my sister was learning to walk and my parents noticed that she had a limp. When the hospital got round to scanning her hips, they saw that her ball-and-socket joint

  hadn’t developed, which meant the head of her femur was not sitting properly where it should. ‘Clicky hips’ is one of those conditions that are much harder to treat non-invasively

  and successfully if not spotted early on, soon after a baby is born. Natalie was two and a half by the time the doctors tried to fix it, which meant she needed major surgery on numerous occasions.

  So with two young children, and a third in and out of hospital, as you can imagine, the stress naturally seeped into every aspect of my dad’s life, making the situation at home highly

  pressurised.




  Nowadays my dad is a different person. If you were to meet him you would say he’s funny and great company, and most of the time he is. Along with my mum, he is one of my biggest

  supporters. When I won gold at London 2012 they wore ‘Go Greg!’ T-shirts to the stadium. I also get on well with my sister. But for a long time Natalie and I had a very fractured

  relationship. We weren’t close at all.




  For the first three years of my sister’s life I doted on her like there was no tomorrow. We didn’t have much, but any money I ever got I used to buy her presents. I wanted to look

  after her, just like any brother would when seeing that his little sister is unable to do everything he can do. It was horrible to watch Natalie endure those horrible operations, until her hip was

  finally fixed when she was ten.




  However, at a certain point for a short period, something changed. Suddenly, she seemed to take great pleasure in seeing me get hit. I’m not sure why she did it: she was clearly suffering

  a lot of pain in her life and maybe this was one way of gaining control. My parents always doted on her, understandably, and she got into far less trouble than Robert and I did – we set the

  bar high.




  For whatever reason, as she grew older Natalie picked up on the fact that my dad was hypersensitive and she used it to make my life a misery. For example, we’d be watching the TV and

  she’d hear my dad come in from work. Suddenly she would make a noise, as if she was hurt. Then next thing I knew my dad would come running in and smack me or shout at me. It was a really

  bizarre time.




  In that period my dad hated being in the house because it meant he had to face up to life again. But every time I heard my little sister going ‘Wah!’, I’d look at her and I

  knew what was coming. There would be pure desperation at first, then pure pain as I took a hiding.




  Usually, I would shout back because that is my personality. I would get a smack and then be sent on my way, crying, back up to my room, again and again and again.




  It went on for years. My parents never hit us to the extreme, but it still hurt. And there was the mental torture of it too, because I felt my sister appeared to delight in me being punished.

  Occasionally I would even see her smiling at me as my parents’ blows landed. I can’t describe the anger I felt as a result while growing up and didn’t understand that she was

  still very young. Thankfully, as we got older Natalie made a full recovery and, slowly, we built a few bridges and became much closer. She’s now a wonderful aunt to my son, who absolutely

  adores her.




  It wasn’t only Natalie who was to blame for the smacks my brother and I suffered. A smacking was something very easily dished out in our house for any scrape either of us got into. I

  remember speaking to my friends, and it seemed they only got punished if they did something really bad. I recall one lad telling me that he threw a brick at a bus once, smashed the window with it,

  and his dad hit him. I thought, ‘Well, fair enough, of course you are going to get hit for that.’ However, my parents’ reaction to something even moderately bad was to smack us.

  We’d run away from my mum and she’d have to chase us around the house waving a wooden spoon at us.




  When I think back on it now, I laugh. Honestly, I do – although at the time it was less funny. Often my brother and I would run off, and then my mum would try to grab us. I guess we became

  relatively desensitised to it, or had too much bravado. When she hit me I would say, ‘That didn’t hurt,’ because I didn’t want her to see it was having an effect. So she

  would hit me again, harder still. Of course, I ensured that my answer didn’t change. ‘That didn’t hurt.’ But now I said it through gritted teeth because it did, really. I

  was just trying to save face.




  As much as my mum did smack me, often she was very much an ally. She would make my dad come and apologise. When we were kids, if my brother or I ever apologised to my dad for doing something

  wrong, he would say, ‘You don’t mean it because you keep doing it.’ I wanted to say to him, ‘Well, you hit us and then you come and say sorry but then you will do it again

  the following day, so you obviously don’t mean it either.’ Of course, I didn’t dare point out the irony because he probably would have smacked me again.




  Given what happened in my childhood, it’s perhaps not a surprise that I find most religion very frustrating: there seems too little emphasis on the ‘love thy neighbour’ part.

  So when people ask me if I’m religious I say no. That is not to say that I don’t believe in a God. It’s just that I believe everyone should lead the life that makes them and

  others happy. Whether you are someone of faith or not, as long as you are also being a good and respectful person who thinks of others, who – apart from the fanatics out there – can say

  that is wrong?




  Yet I am not sure whether what happened during my upbringing has had a lasting negative effect, which may sound odd given what I have just described. Then again, my athletics success superseded

  anything that had gone before it. When you have been lucky enough to travel the world, learn so much about life, meet a wonderful partner and have a brilliant son, you realise there’s no

  point in looking back in anger, and I love and appreciate my wonderful, highly supportive parents for everything they have done.




  That is why I have always tried to live in the present as much as possible. And I guess one positive consequence of the regular smacks I received as a child is that I have always been willing to

  speak out against injustice and am prepared to be critical of anything I perceive to be wrong. That is why you will see me react to certain stories in the media, such as the Russian doping scandal

  or when Tyson Fury launched his rant against gay people.




  Fury might have been heavyweight champion of the world but I couldn’t just stand by while he compared homosexuality to paedophilia and also made clear his abhorrent sexist views. My

  comments led to a backlash on social media, with a lot of people reacting in a less than positive way, but there was absolutely no way I couldn’t respond.




  And looking further on the bright side, my childhood has given me a far better understanding of how people can react under extreme stress and pressure. Since becoming a parent I’ve been

  determined never to be like that with Milo, or any future offspring my partner Susie and I might have. Because my experience of going through this level of stress as a child was never easy. But it

  has also made me realise how much courage they had in a time of adversity, before coming through in the end.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  Always Hearing the Word ‘No’




  Shortly before my fifth birthday I started at Holne Chase primary school in Milton Keynes, and quickly became the little ginger kid who got picked on. You won’t be

  surprised to hear that I didn’t have a good time there. Like most kids of that age, I didn’t have a strong identity and I wasn’t confident enough to be the leader, and so I would

  always be following other children who were considered the cool kids. Sadly, I would often be the butt of all their jokes too. My overall memory of my first school years is of being bullied quite a

  lot.




  What made the three years I spent in Holne Chase bearable was that I developed a massive obsession with history, particularly the early medieval period. The school had a mini-library and I was

  always looking at books that had pictures of knights, sword fights, jousting and archery. I’m really painting you a picture of the cool kid at school here, aren’t I? I particularly

  remember one book which contained all the various suits of armour from different parts of Europe, as well as re-enactments of battle scenes, which really sparked my imagination.




  I became fascinated by the idea of knights and battles, and how different the world was back then – a lot of the history was from around the area in which I lived. And because my dad would

  always have wood, hammers, nails and other tools lying around, this enterprising child soon learned how to use them to make swords, shields and anything else from that period that I considered

  cool. Whenever we were sent something in a cardboard box I would try to turn it into some form of armour. You might think I’d have grown out of my obsession with this period, but even to this

  day I am still fascinated by medieval history. If I get a chance to watch TV, I drive my partner Susie up the wall because I will only want to watch Time Team or some other history

  programme. Needless to say, it does annoy her a bit – mainly because they’re often repeats.




  Primary school was also when I first discovered I had athletic ability. Racing one another in the playground is somehow a key factor of life in primary school and I soon found that I could win

  easily, every time. Even then, though, there were times when some of my classmates would try to belittle me, and from this I can draw parallels with my sporting achievements to date – no

  matter what I do, there seem to be more detractors when it comes to my performance compared to others. I don’t know why.




  I recall there was this one other kid who was relatively fast, yet I still beat him in a race. But then everyone went around saying, ‘Oh no, no – he’s faster than you.’

  There was no reason for it, except that I was always the kid who must get put down even when I did well. That used to frustrate and annoy the hell out of me. I used to think: ‘I have proven

  that I am better but you still won’t accept that.’




  That mindset has never left me. I have always been the underdog, trying to prove my worth, whether it’s to my classmates at Holne Chase or the critics I’ve had in my athletics

  career. Some people still think my London 2012 gold medal was a fluke, that my World Championship victory in Beijing in 2015 was lucky, and that there was something fortunate about my European and

  Commonwealth titles too. I used to lament this attitude, and I must be honest that after London 2012 in particular it did bother me. However, nowadays it only fuels my desire to win. The desire to

  prove people wrong is a powerful motivator.




  And I have always used sport as my main weapon. As a kid I used to tell myself: ‘You might be a bit bigger or stronger than me; use your better grasp of the English language to poke fun at

  me; or make the kids laugh at me, but I can run faster than you.’ It wasn’t much, admittedly, but it gave me something to cling on to even when times were tough, and it slowly helped

  build my self-confidence.




  My first school was a combined school, so I could have gone through to year seven but I left after year three. In year two, I had a horrible teacher, who, for whatever reason, didn’t take

  a liking to me and that was the beginning of the end. My mum went in and fought for me, but in the end it made sense to take me out and move me to my brother’s school.




  So when I was seven I went to Two Mile Ash in Milton Keynes, where I was afforded the luxury of a fresh start because nobody knew me. I was determined to reinvent myself and not be picked on so

  much, and luckily I made friends with some nice people and started to enjoy myself a bit more at school.




  What really hit home by going to this new school was the difference in our family circumstances. Because its catchment area included some particularly affluent parts of Milton Keynes, I had a

  few friends who had rich parents and nice detached houses. Some of them had football goalposts in their gardens, which blew me away. To a sporty child, this was the biggest sign of wealth

  imaginable!




  Many of my friends also had Nike trainers or cool gear, something I could only dream about. There was one time, after our dog Franz (named after the famous Austrian skier Franz Klammer) got put

  down, when my mum took us out and bought me this green T-shirt with a big Umbro sign on the front. I remember thinking that was quite a big deal because I had a brand-name sports T-shirt. And at

  that point I would have been about ten, but I kept wearing that T-shirt until it was way too tight.




  My parents’ footwear of choice for me was a pair of Ascot trainers with a fake-looking tick on them from the cheap shops in Bletchley, which I hated – and at my middle school I used

  to get torn to pieces for wearing them. Once, though, we went to JD Sports because I needed some new trainers and I’ll never forget it: there was a discount bin and my mum managed to find a

  ‘pair’ of Nike trainers – one foot was size seven and one was size eight. They were super-cheap because they were clearly just leftover odd trainers, but I didn’t care. I

  was thrilled to own a pair of Nike shoes, like you would not believe. It was such a big deal to me. This memory is one that stays with me now as a professional athlete, to never take for granted

  the free and abundant clothing I’m lucky enough to receive these days.




  Thrilled though I was, whenever I played sport, games or any form of PE, I always had to make sure that the Nike insoles were out of sight of my classmates when the trainers weren’t on my

  feet, because I was petrified that somebody would see that they were different sizes. This was the sort of thing that these kids would absolutely kill you for, and I was perpetually worried about

  having more people rip me for something, even though these trainers were my pride and joy because they were Nike.




  Away from sport, my brother and I used to spend a lot of time in our own room: I loved Lego and figures, and when we were a bit older we’d quite often go to a car-boot sale on Sundays

  – my dad would give us a pound to buy a couple of toys.




  I have one particular memory from those trips: my dad brutally haggling people down because he is the tightest man alive. We went up to this stall where this bloke had an old pair of grey New

  Balance trainers. These caught my dad’s eye, and he asked how much how much they were – 50p. Now, any reasonable person would probably think this was a bargain, but not my dad.

  ‘I’ll give you 20p,’ came the reply. My dad is quite jolly, and if you met him you’d view him only as nice, but sometimes he can give you this look that is so intense

  it’s quite scary, and he used it here. This bloke, well, you could see his heart dropped and he just muttered, ‘Oh. Right. Yeah, OK.’ And my dad went off happy because he had

  saved 30p! He ruined this guy’s day for a measly 30p.




  It won’t surprise you to learn that we weren’t really bought much, especially in the early years, because my parents couldn’t afford it. They weren’t being cruel, just

  honest – they had no spare cash. The word I heard more than any other during my childhood was ‘no’.




  ‘Oh, Mum, can I have that?’ ‘No.’




  ‘Can we go to McDonald’s?’ ‘No.’




  ‘Can I  . . .?’ ‘No.’




  My partner Susie had a similar upbringing, as her family also didn’t have much money to spare. Nowadays, we often remark how cheap some toys are, and how you can pick up loads of great

  wooden ones for next to nothing, or second-hand toys on eBay. It’s not a big deal. For our parents, it was different: things were expensive and gifts were luxuries and treats.




  That’s why I remember one occasion when we went into Milton Keynes so vividly. As normal, my brother and I went through our usual routine of asking for an Action Man, something we knew we

  were never going to get, but would always ask for anyway. And this time, Mum said yes. Our excitement levels went through the roof. We couldn’t believe it. She said yes! It was like the

  greatest thing ever – we had an Action Man! And because we had so little, that one toy brought me hours and hours of happiness.




  For all the worry I had about being teased, bullied or ridiculed at Holne Chase, it was at middle school where my love of sport really started. Two Mile Ash had football and rugby teams, so

  there was the opportunity to take part in structured sport, something I quickly thrived on. From being the person who was picked on, I became the kid who was picked for most teams. Up front for the

  football team, on the wing for the rugby team, playing basketball for Shenley Jets and running 75m races for the school in the summer. I wanted to play as many sports as possible, and I probably

  did.




  It was while I was at Two Mile Ash that my family also had its first ever ‘present day’ – when the family got together and gave you a present. There were only three of them in

  total during my childhood and they tended to coincide with my dad having a larger bit of work, like a full house extension, to do. Imagine my excitement: no birthday or Christmas presents and now

  this.




  The first one came when I was about eight years old, and I remember my uncle Lee got me and my brother a toy car each: Bert got a Ferrari F40 and I got a 1967 Chevrolet Corvette. My excitement

  rocketed, but we had to wait for another three years for the next present day, which just so happened to coincide with Princess Diana’s funeral, 6 September 1997. We somehow got a bouncy

  castle in the garden, which was hugely exciting for us, and all my family came over and gave us presents.




  I remember the TV had been moved into the dining room so people could watch the funeral. But looking back, I wonder if any of the neighbours saw us jumping up and down on the bouncy castle and

  thought, ‘These guys are a bit odd, they’re celebrating that she’s died.’




  That day I was given a Now 37 CD while Robert got a CD by Eternal. My brother and I were also lucky enough to get a Sanyo CD player each, and until a couple of years ago my dad was still

  using one at work, even though it was a complete wreck. I guess the fact that I remember every detail shows you how special and important these moments were.




  Our third present day came a few years later, when I was 14 and at Denbigh secondary school, and my mum and dad bought me a PC. As you can imagine, this was a massive deal. By then, my mum had

  been working as a maternity nurse for some years, which meant there was more money in the house, and they must have felt it would be good for my schoolwork and for the rest of the family as

  well.




  Of course, we had other ideas. I remember my brother getting Doom and hiding it from my mum because it was an 18 certificate, and she hated all the shooting games, while I had Diablo

  II: Lord of Destruction, a hack-and-slash role-playing game where you enter hell at one point. My mum wouldn’t have liked that much either. I used to be obsessed with that game, but I had

  to fight off my brother to get on my own computer to even play it, even though by then I was doing so many different sports that I didn’t use it nearly as much as he did.




  My brother and I butted heads quite a lot as kids. But as we got older, we started to get on really well. We spent a lot of time upstairs in our rooms, hanging out, though it became the bane of

  my life when my brother developed into a computer games addict – at 7am every day he would sneak into my bedroom, turn the bloody computer on and then wake me up just so he could play.




  





  CHAPTER 4




  A Life of Crime?




  As I approached my teens I’m pretty sure the smacking I was getting at home lay behind my increasing bad behaviour. I was rebelling because I was being punished all the

  time. I hated it. One time I was so annoyed and angry that it had happened again that I punched my bedroom wall as hard as I could and split my knuckle. I remember wailing in pain and my mum looked

  at me and said, ‘Well, that was stupid.’ She was right, but it summed up my frustration.




  From a really young age – as far back as I can remember – I had this feeling of wanting to be reckless, to push the boundaries as far as I could. When I was four or five, my dad

  began work on building a double garage at the end of our garden. A couple of years later, before he had fitted the window in the storage room on the first floor, I would run and jump right out of

  the window on to a pile of sand on the floor. Imagine leaping out of your bedroom window: most people would think twice about doing it. Not me.




  I loved the feeling of flying through the air. I guess it came in handy when I got older. Probably one of the reasons why I have always pushed my luck is that I’ve never suffered any bad

  injuries as a result of my daredevil streak. I have always been reckless – in fact, I still am to this day – but, touch wood, it hasn’t cost me. Ironically, it’s actually

  the more mundane task of the long jump that damages my body more than anything more heedless.




  Before my brother and I jumped, we always checked to see if the coast was clear. First, we would gaze down at the kitchen. Then the second bedroom. Then, finally, my parents’ bedroom. They

  were the only rooms that the double garage could be seen from, and we knew that usually my mum would be downstairs with my sister. We didn’t want our mum to see us, but I’m sure my dad

  guessed what we were up to.




  He was soon doing more than guessing. At that point, Dad was yet to put in the stairs to the top floor. So Robert and I climbed on to this bay window and pulled ourselves up into the top

  section. It was a bit of an adventure for us – or at least it was until my brother jumped down to the bay window, put his leg through the glass and gashed it badly. I was already ahead of him

  so I saw him put his hand on his trousers and then lift it up. There was blood everywhere.




  I ran in to get my dad. His initial reaction wasn’t to say, ‘Don’t worry, I will take you to the hospital and get it stitched up,’ but to go absolutely mental at my

  brother. It must have been the shock of what he saw. So my brother had blood pouring out of him, but had to endure this dressing-down before he was taken to A&E. That was typical of my dad: his

  first response was always to go ballistic. The arm around the shoulder came later.




  When I was a kid, lots of my friends would hurt themselves, usually while doing something stupid, and they’d get a plaster cast which would always leave me a bit envious. I really wanted

  one of my own, so that I could get it drawn on and signed by all my mates. Even when I broke part of my hand in a fight in my early teens I was disappointed that I had strapping rather than a cast:

  because one of my fingers was dislocated, the doctors put it back in and just splinted it, much to my annoyance.




  Being vocal isn’t a new thing for me. I was always quick to shout when I felt something to be an injustice – even if that injustice was actually just my mum saying it was too late to

  go and play outside. In turn, that meant I would get hit with the wooden spoon rather more regularly than I would have liked. The way I saw it, maybe at times I was being a little bit of a shit and

  I deserved a smack or whatever else. But the problem was it was so commonplace in my household, and for nothing, that I wanted to silently hit out.




  As I got older, this rebellious streak pushed me in other directions. And because of the religious upbringing, and being so restricted as a result, I butted up against that. Although I was

  always petrified of my parents finding out about anything naughty I was up to, I also desperately wanted to do lots of the things they wouldn’t allow – this is the irony of strict

  parenting.




  Most teenagers go through a rebellious phase at some point. They smoke a few ciggies behind the bike sheds or somewhere, or drink cheap spirits on a park bench long before the law says they

  should. They might nick the odd sweet or two from a shop as a dare. I did all that. And a lot more.




  It started relatively tamely. In the summer holidays when I was 12, a few of us decided we wanted to do an all-nighter – where our parents assumed we were all at a friend’s house

  having a sleepover when in reality we roamed the streets or crashed somewhere we shouldn’t until morning. But I first had to get it past my parents.




  My first attempt was a complete failure. I went to my mum and said I was going to stay over at so-and-so’s house. I had a plan I thought was really clever – if I just threw in an

  obscure enough friend, someone she didn’t know that well, she’d be more likely to believe it than if it was a mate around the corner. But no. My mum, being a relatively wise woman,

  said, ‘OK, that’s fine, as long as you get their mum to give me a call.’




  Well, I wasn’t going to give up there. I persuaded this girl I knew to ring up and pretend to be a mum. Unsurprisingly, we were rumbled. My mum never said outright that she had cottoned

  on, but it must have been very obvious that she was speaking to a child. Predictably, I wasn’t allowed out.




  Eventually, though, all-nighters became a very regular thing, especially over the summer holidays. I often found myself at a loose end. Because I didn’t go to a school near my house, all

  my friends lived in a different part of Milton Keynes, so I didn’t get to see them very often. That meant, in the holidays, I only had the kids who lived nearby – ones I wasn’t

  that close to – to hang out with. They tended to be a bit rougher and more likely to get into trouble than my schoolmates. And I was all too willing to go along with their plans.




  We started by going to the old brickworks in Bletchley, where there were abandoned offices, and breaking into them. We were definitely not the first people to do so. The building had been closed

  for a while, and every time someone got in, the authorities put new bars on, but they weren’t hard to get past.




  After breaking in, we always headed upstairs because the ground floor was a real mess: it had been trashed quite a few times and there was a lot of rubbish around. It was also very dark because

  all the windows had been boarded up and barred. And, as you do as kids, you wind each other up to frighten your mates. We would tell each other that there was some big scary bloke living down in

  the bottom bit. I wasn’t prepared to hang around to find out whether it was true.




  Upstairs, there were already some large tractor tyres and pieces of wood that people had pulled up the stairs, so it was easy to create a den. It was there that I tried smoking for the first

  time. Absolutely nobody in my family smoked but, typical me, I was trying to be rebellious and a bit different.




  I remember one of the lads claiming that he had been smoking since he was seven. A few of these kids came from tough backgrounds, where smoking early was normal, so at that point I was way

  behind some of them in experience. I was desperate, therefore, to look cool even if it meant doing something slightly dodgy. Subconsciously, I also knew I was damaging my own body but I wanted to

  be bad in order to rebel, so I carried on.




  I grabbed the rolled cigarette, took a drag, and immediately hated it. In fact, in all the years that I dipped in and out of smoking, which lasted until I was 16, I always hated it. But I

  didn’t cough, and I felt really pleased with myself. I remember thinking, ‘Oh, I didn’t cough, most people cough so I’m a bit cooler.’ What an idiot!




  So I’d broken into a building with a few mates and I had tried smoking. I was 12, and I knew that if my parents were to find out either of those things, let alone both, I would be in fear

  for my life. Every kid says that, of course, but I genuinely thought that my parents would give me the smacking of all smackings.




  They don’t even know to this day about a lot of the things I did when I was stupid and young, so it will be interesting to see how they react to reading this. I imagine they still

  won’t be that happy: they have mellowed, but not by much.




  Soon this kind of escapade became a habit: we’d break into buildings, have a smoke and – increasingly – end up getting chased by security people or the cops. It happened a lot:

  security would turn up, then the police, and we would leg it. One time, though, a couple of my mates and I got caught after trespassing and looking for a way in to a school via the roof. We ended

  up throwing stones from the rooftop, and I was taken home by the police and got a bollocking like you wouldn’t believe from my mum. You can imagine her embarrassment when I turned up in a

  police car. I remember I got walloped – and then grounded.




  Really, for the most part we were just bored. We had nothing else to do. Bletchley isn’t exactly a hotbed of excitement for any young kid, and especially someone like me who was always on

  the go and wanting to be active. But soon I was starting to grow tired of just breaking into a building, smoking and every so often getting chased. I wanted to experience a fresh thrill.




  That led to the first time I ever stole something. A mate and I went into central Bletchley on our bikes. We went into a shop with a jewellery stand and saw a pair of studded earrings priced

  nine quid, which would have been relatively expensive back then. They obviously weren’t real gold, and I had no intention of actually wearing them. But one minute they were on the shelves,

  and the next they were in my pocket. It was easy. We had got away with it.




  So, naturally, we did it again. And again. I was more of a sheep than a leader. OK, they’re nicking a chocolate bar. Right, I will do the same. But quickly I acquired a taste for thieving.

  Usually, we operated in individual shops on the high street in Bletchley. For some reason, I still remember nicking a bunch of fake gold straps for watches in this one place. We never did anything

  with booty like this – I would either ditch it in a bush or take it home and put it in a box somewhere. I would find it a year later and think, why on earth have I got this?
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