
[image: Cover: Fighter, by Andy Lee with Niall Kelly. “The Best Sports Book of All Time.” —Jeff Pearlman, New York Times bestselling author.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Fighter, by Andy Lee with Niall Kelly. Simon & Schuster Paperbacks. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






For Maud and Julia






‘La mort n’est rien; mais vivre vaincu et sans gloire, c’est mourir tous les jours.’

(‘Death is nothing; but to live defeated and without glory is to die every day.’)

– Napoléon Bonaparte (1769–1821)
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Fighting is a natural thing. But professional fights, prize fights, twelve rounds of championship boxing bound by the Queensberry Rules, any sort of rules, those types of fights are unnatural. They’re packages of planning and promotion and pomp and ceremony; they’re stage shows, some small and some big and some worthy of any of the great residencies that have gone before in the hotels and casinos of Las Vegas. Like the fight down the lane ten minutes after the school bell sounds for the final time of the day, it has to be engineered into place not only to make sure that the chosen two, willing or otherwise, uphold the first part of their end of the bargain by showing up at the right time and the right place, but also to guarantee that they have a crowd, a bullring, an amphitheatre, a coalition of eyes that lend the whole scene its legitimacy and ensure that the second part of the bargain, the violence itself – sometimes tame, rarely skilled, and often brutally frenzied – follows as agreed, because what is the point of this type of fight if there is nobody there to watch it and whoop and cheer and bay? But a real fight doesn’t demand an audience. It isn’t trailed neatly by a prelude of trash talk and exaggerated storylines. It happens in an instant, a reflex action as old as human nature itself. Fight over flight as the only response because someone has injured you or hurt you or upset you in some way, and the only retribution that can bring you any compensation or consolation is a physical one. That kind of fight in its most pure, raw, unconstrained, maniacal form – not brought to you by Bob Arum’s Top Rank Incorporated in association with DiBella Entertainment, not sponsored by Tecate con carácter or sanctioned by the Nevada State Athletic Commission along with the World Boxing Organisation with its referee and its three scoring judges at ringside from Nevada, Nevada and Connecticut. A fight without the interminable build-up, the lights, the TV cameras, the posters and packed arenas and purses worth a million dollars or none – that fight is inherently natural. Sometimes it’s instinctive, from the slightest spark to fully ablaze in an instant, and sometimes it’s premeditated, bubbling, festering, waiting for its moment of maximum impact, but it’s always driven by emotion. Well, nearly always. It can happen at any time or in any place, because total strangers fight and best friends fight and sworn enemies fight and families fight, and the fallout can rarely be predicted and the consequences are rarely the same, because some fights are easy to mend and move on from, but some fights endure and worry at the loose threads of what remains of a relationship for evermore. But for two men to meet and sign contracts to fight and arrange a time and date maybe eight, ten or twelve weeks in the future, and then hold a press conference to try and help sell tickets, it’s unnatural. It’s absurd. Where is the emotion? Where is the instinctive response that you didn’t even know you possessed until it has already overcome you and drawn you into the first dice roll of a physical confrontation that until that split second only existed in your thoughts and your imagination? That’s not how it works, because when two fighters agree to fight it’s not personal, or at least most of the time it’s not, but that doesn’t mean that there’s nothing at stake. No, quite the opposite. For some fighters everything is at stake: sums of money that can change a life and sums that would barely sustain a life until next Saturday night and the next small hall. Your health prized away as collateral every time you step through those ropes. Your reputation too – it’s all on the line. So just because there’s nothing personal doesn’t mean that there’s no anticipation, and once that date is set it takes up residency at the forefront of your mind. It becomes the reference point through which all time and events are now understood. Everything in your life moves towards that date. Every decision you make every day is to benefit you on that date. Every pad you hit. Every meal you eat. It all trickles down to one moment in time when the talking is over and the seconds are out and the crowd has transformed into a wall of white noise. That’s the moment when you need to be at your mental and physical peak. It’s understandable that the date occupies a permanent space in your thoughts, and it might expand or it might contract, but it will never totally disappear. It’s always there. Even when the fight is over and your hand is raised or left limp by the referee’s side, it will still be there. Because once a fight happens it exists forever. Duran and Leonard on 25 November 1980. Hagler and Hearns on 15 April 1985. Every time you look at your professional boxing record from now until the day you die the fight will be there, and it will be a part of history, and it will be a part of you. No matter how much you wish you could have that moment again to throw a punch or take one back, you never will. You have to live with the consequences, tied to your name and tied to your identity in neat and tidy numbers, the messy reality obscured by each one: pain, sweat, sacrifice, incomparable happiness and utter devastation that no single digit can ever encompass. The accumulation of those digits over the course of a career can’t paint your picture in anything more than the broadest brushstrokes, and yet it’s the first thing that people ask you. What do you do? I’m a boxer. What’s your record? And when they learn the answer, no matter how big the first number might be, everyone’s thoughts are instinctively drawn to the second, because one of the small cruelties of human nature dictates that you might have been a world champion once upon a time, but people will inevitably ask you about the night you lost your belt, not the night you won it. Even with a fighter like the great Rocky Marciano, who never knew what it was like to be confronted with his defeats as he walked down the street or grabbed a quick coffee or ate his dinner, even with a legend like that, it’s the impenetrable zero that people fixate on, not the many heroic deeds that it took to construct the forty-nine. So when all of the hard work is done and the date is near, your body knows that its time has come again. If you’re lucky, the rhythm of your days matches the rhythm of fight night: when you wake, when you sleep, when you eat, when you go to the toilet. Then you go to this place where you agreed to be at the time you agreed to be there, to stand opposite the man you said you would fight. And the bell rings.
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Darryl Cunningham is only on his feet for seventy-seven seconds, off his feet for ten, and then his night is over as quickly as it started.

It’s late on a Wednesday and outside the front door of B.B. King’s Blues Club and Grill, Times Square hums to its usual oblivious tune of engines idling, tourists snapping their cameras into the bright lights, and street artists hustling to make a dollar.

The room has slowly filled over the course of the last few hours so that by the time Cunningham slumps, defeated, to bring a premature end to our main event, it’s standing room only with people wedged in around the bar at the back. If the light is right, you can almost read the labels of the whiskey bottles sitting on the top shelf, likely to be untouched on a night like tonight. It’s a small room, and even when it’s at capacity, your audience might be six or seven hundred people, tops, certainly no more than a thousand at its absolute limit.

This is where you go when you lose. Let me out of here and in ten minutes I could be at Madison Square Garden, although when I got there I’d be standing outside its locked doors with the rest of the world. Inside is reserved for the greats of history, for winners, and for those who are still on the cusp of their ultimate victory and clinging onto the hope that they might one day prove themselves worthy. Those living, breathing museums of boxing are no place for a fighter who has slipped out of the headlines and into the shadows, into that purgatory where there’s a question mark over whether or not you can truly be considered a title contender anymore and a thinly veiled wonder if you ever deserved to be a part of the conversation in the first place.

But there’ll always be a spot in B.B. King’s. I can let my ego tell me that a night like this is beneath me; that even if Cunningham’s record, with his twenty-eight wins and four losses, looks similar on paper to my own 29–2, we live in two different worlds. But in reality, it’s not so clear. I can remind myself that I am a world title contender, that this time a year ago I was getting ready for the biggest fight of my life, my shot, but a year is a long time in boxing and so much has changed.

New life, new home, new coach. No belt.

Why am I here? There are a lot of reasons, but mainly, I’m here because I lost to Julio César Chávez Jr., the WBC middleweight champion of the world. I’m here because I have a new coach and the only way that we’ll ever get to know each other is by working together and training. He’s not here with me tonight, but I might as well take whatever fights I am being offered and see if I can take all of our hours of talk and tactics out of the gym, put them into action in the ring, and make a few quid at the same time. And I’m here because when my star was on the rise, which was not that long ago, my promoter signed me to a new deal which guaranteed me a certain number of fights, and now he’s upholding his end of the bargain, although not under the circumstances that either of us had imagined.

This business is ruthless and it’s frightening how quickly you can be forgotten. Even if you haven’t been forgotten, it can certainly feel that way.

I’ve been convincing myself that I didn’t need a difficult fight tonight, that I’ve nothing to prove, that my credentials are still sound, and that patience will be my best friend if I can just sit tight and wait, keep doing what I’m doing until the next opportunity comes. And it will come.

As well as that, my wedding day is only a few weeks away, and there’s only so much damage this guy can do in a minute and a half if he even manages to lay a meaningful glove on me in such a narrow window. Soon I’ll be married, and it’s more than just a word, or a ring on the finger, or a big day out with our friends and family. In one way, nothing changes, and at the same time everything does. I owe it to Maud to make the best decisions for us, for our little family that’s just the two of us for now but maybe, hopefully, some day will be more. How much longer can I keep fighting the Darryl Cunninghams of the world for bad money on bad cards that nobody is watching? How much longer can I keep selfishly telling myself that I am still going to be a world champion when all of the evidence is laughing at me in the face?

I know Cunningham. I know him from Detroit. He’s a decent fighter, and he has that Detroit state of mind where he wants to be the King of the City, the guardian at the gates, putting the up-and-comers and the wannabes in their place, taking the adulation and applause, the tips of the cap as he walks down the street, cultivating this reputation as a man to be feared and respected. You don’t want to fight Darryl Cunningham; he’s a hard bastard.

But when you take guys like him out of Detroit, when you step them up and out of their comfort zone and force them to face a fighter with some pedigree, the fish is moved from his little pond to the big, bad ocean and now he’s floundering. Nobody knows who Darryl Cunningham is in New York City, they’ve never heard his name or wanted to shake his hand, and he knows it. He knows that his reputation counts for nothing here and that I’m certainly not bothered by it. I saw that the moment he shook my hand at the weigh-in yesterday – meek, deferential, humbling himself a little so that he could try to make some sort of friendly overture, a first plea for mercy as we stepped off the scales.

I try him early with a couple of jabs to the body, nothing with too much meat, just little testers, but he’s withering already and I know that this won’t take long. Roger, my brother, yells at me from the corner, although he hardly needs to raise his voice in a place like this.

‘You see it, you see it, right? You see it.’

I had seen it, the space to step into for the kill. I feint for the body, and as he covers up again, I whip my fist up and away until it slams into the place where the hard part of his jaw and the soft skin meet, an uppercut and a hook all in one.

And I know, as I let my hands go and I land that final flurry of punches and Cunningham falls at my feet, I know that back home in Ireland the news of my thirtieth professional victory will barely register, nothing more than a convenient space-filler along the side of whatever happens to be the main story of the day.

Outside on Times Square, life goes on.






LIMERICK
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As a kid, I never wanted to be a world champion.

My runner slips on the concrete as I try to force my hand through the final few inches so that the glove fits snugly. A small circle has already formed outside our family’s trailer in London.

‘Can I be Rocky?’

‘You were Rocky the last time. You have to be Creed this time. Or you can be the Russian.’

‘I don’t like Creed or the Russian. I want to be Rocky.’

I always found this a bit of a dilemma before I was old enough to even appreciate what the word meant: it’s hard to pretend to be somebody when your heart is not in it, but at the same time, you still don’t really want to get punched in the face.

If you had to fight one of the Lee brothers, I was the one that you wanted to be in against when the spaces between the twenty or so trailers and caravans that made up the Bow Triangle transformed into our Caesar’s Palace for an hour, or for however long it took for one of us to accidentally end up with a black eye or the first signs of a bloodied nose to start trickling down towards the upper lip. If you took one look at me between the ages of seven and twelve, you’d have fancied your chances. I was short and I was heavy; I wasn’t a boxer, but I was a fighter.

My eyes are filling as my brother Ned catches me cleanly again, not in the slightest bit concerned about the six-year age advantage that he holds over me; man against boy, in every sense. I blink the tears away as quickly as I can. I don’t want anybody to notice, even though they’ve all seen me cry before, and I want to be able to see his next shot so that I can get out of its way. Too late.

I keep walking forward, trying to keep Ned honest with punches of my own but taking each of his in return. I paw at my own face, like a boxer, wiping away whatever evidence there is of this latest hiding before any fresh marks can accumulate.

‘Stop that. Ned! What are you doing? Leave the child alone and put the gloves away.’

My mam, Ann, hears the commotion – the ooohs and the aaahs of our friends that have gathered around to watch – and leans her head out of the caravan to ring the final bell for today; Ned wins on points by a distance as per usual, but I was so stubborn, I would never quit.

When I fought Ned it was always the main event – not because it was the fight that everyone wanted to see, but because when we were done, that would be the fighting over for the day. There might be a group of ten or twenty hanging around the trailers on any given afternoon and we’d close over the gate and everyone would have their go, sparring against each other, sparring against us, but most days it would wind up with me taking a bit of a schooling at Ned’s hands, and that would be the end of it all.

I was thirteen, maybe fourteen, the last time that we fought. Ned had just got married, and a lot of our family and friends were still around. It was his idea.

‘Come on, Andy, let’s put on the gloves and we’ll give it a go for a few minutes.’

There’s a tiny bit of hesitation, from me rather than from him. It’s been a while since he’s boxed properly or even trained; not that he’s gotten out of shape, or anything like that, nor has the hard-wired talent that made him one of the best amateurs in London, in the UK, for years suddenly short-circuited. I’m still a stubby little fighter, but Repton Boxing Club is like a second home to me at this stage, and I’m down there more nights of the week than I’m not. I’m fitter and stronger than the nine-year-old that he was able to boss around at will but maybe he doesn’t realise that.

Maybe he does because, after all, it’s still a man in his early twenties fighting against a teenager. Even on my best day, I still wouldn’t beat him but the first time we trade, maybe the second, he knows the gap is closing. I’m putting it up to him. He knows I’m coming.

‘Ah, that’ll do you now, take the gloves off there.’

Mushy, my eldest brother – his name is Tommy but we all call him Mushy – was a very good fighter when he was growing up, but Ned was a boxer in the truest sense of the word. The letters kept coming to the site, even after he’d given up, trying to coax him into camps for the English national team in the hope that he would try to qualify for the 2000 Olympics in Sydney. He was gone from boxing at that stage though and he never went back.

There was another letter:


A winner never quits and a quitter never wins.

Best of luck, Ned,

Reggie Kray





I want to be like Ned and like Mushy. We go to watch them box in York Hall, or sometimes at the weekend, we’ll squeeze into the back of the car, elbows and knees stacked like a game of Tetris, and we’ll drive out of London, to Kent or somewhere, to watch them box in a little hall where everything inside is coloured different shades of brown and it smells a bit like old cigarettes. Ned and Mushy always win.

I don’t know anything about Repton, except that it’s the place where they go to train and that’s a cool thing that they’re very proud to tell people.

‘I’m a boxer. I box for Repton.’

Repton is where the good boxers go, they tell me as they put pads on their hands and get me to hit them as hard as I can. Don’t move your feet. Keep your arm straight. Hit me. Good. Again. Hit me harder. Repton is for champions, they tell me. Repton is for winners. When you’re a little bit bigger and you start training, you’ll go to Repton.

Sometimes my dad, Tom, goes down to the club to watch Ned and Mushy train, and I’m allowed to go with him. There must be a lot of champions and winners because all of their posters and photographs are stuck to the wall, so many that you can’t even see if the yellow paint has peeled away or count the white tiles. The black masking tape that’s holding them in place is starting to come unstuck so that if somebody opens the door they start to dance in the breeze. National champion. Olympic Games. Professional debut. World champion. I watch them but they never fall off.

We stand around the sides because if we stand anywhere else, we’ll be in someone’s way. It’s probably the biggest room I’ve ever been in, like a giant cave, but there isn’t an inch to move. My dad talks to all the other dads while I watch Ned and Mushy, follow them with my eyes around the hall as they move from the skipping rope to the mirror to the punchbag to the pads. It’s a funny place. The other dads stand there smoking their cigarettes, using the end of one to light another, and they all make jokes that I don’t understand. There’s always someone laughing. Someone cursing. Sometimes it sounds like they’re angry when they’re shouting at each other but they’re not, they’re only messing. A few of the dads stand out – they come in with big bags on their shoulders and everyone knows them because they always have nice coats or music tapes or videos in the bag and people want to buy them.

Ned and Mushy go to Repton two or three times a week but I’m only allowed to go once, on a Sunday, because I’m only seven. A man called Mick teaches me and the other children to keep our hands up so nobody can hit us, to keep our feet moving so nobody can catch us.

The older I get, the more I understand about Repton, and about how so many of the people who come through its doors have a past that they’d rather forget about, and maybe a future that they don’t even realise yet. When people talk about Reggie Kray, I know who he is now; how Tony Burns, the head coach in Repton, is friends with one half of the East End’s most notorious gangster twins; how Reggie and his twin brother Ronnie used to come to the gym sometimes and train. Ned is one of Tony’s stars so one day, when Tony is going to prison to visit Reggie, Ned goes too.

Once you meet Tony, you never forget him. He’s been in Repton forever, because he knows that for most young kids, like Ned, like Mushy, like me, the East End is one door after another being slammed in their faces until there’s only two options left: go make trouble, or learn to box. Tony expects you to be on time, to train hard, to respect the green vest when you put it on. To win.

That’s the Repton way. That’s in my head all day as I get ready for my first-ever fight, carrying the weight of a hardened world title contender on my eleven-year-old shoulders. I’m in maths class. Maybe it’s geography. Or history. I don’t know, I don’t care, although I’d welcome the distraction if only I could focus for long enough. The only sums I’m worried about are the ones that will be on the referee’s card later tonight, whether the number of punches I’ve landed is greater than, less than, or equal to my opponent. Geography wouldn’t even come into my mind other than finding out where in the country this other lad is from, if his club can match up against a Repton fighter. History? Look in the books and you’ll see that Mushy won his first fight. So did Ned. I can’t lose tonight. They’ll both be at the fight. All of my family will be there. I can’t disappoint them.

And when we pull up outside the working men’s club in God knows what part of London and the man at the door says boxers to my left please, it hits me. We’re not in Repton anymore. It’s all so unfamiliar. I don’t know where the dressing room is, or the toilets. I don’t know what’s down this corridor to the left any more than I know what’s down the one to the right that the man is guiding me away from. An emergency exit, maybe, an escape.

I find the dressing room, hoping that I’ll see a familiar face, someone that I can put my gear bag down beside, but I don’t know any of these people. Maybe I’m in the wrong room. Everyone in here looks like they’ve fought a hundred times before. It doesn’t take much for a young mind to get carried away, and I’m a body language expert now. The lad lacing up the black boots in the corner. He looks tough. The other guy with his foot up on the bench, stretching out his calf muscles while he talks to his friend. Tough. That lad chewing the chewing gum. If that’s what he does to stuff inside his mouth, imagine what he does to lads in the ring.

I keep to myself, taking it all in without saying too much. They all sound a little different. Look a little bigger. They must be from the same club. Most of them are chatting like they know each other. My ears are pricked.

‘Who are you fighting?’

‘Dunno, somebody called A. Lee?’

I try to look without looking. I don’t need to identify myself as the A. Lee in question right at this very moment. I see the guy, sitting on the bench in the corner, not a crease in his vest or a smudge on his shorts. But he looks like he’s around the same age, so that’s a win. The same size too, I think to myself, until I spot his bent knees, looming out over the edge of the bench into the middle of the room. I’m in trouble here.

When we get to the ring and touch gloves, I size him up properly. A good head taller than me, as expected. But I don’t have time to do any more thinking and as soon as the fight starts, thirty seconds, forty seconds, those first couple of exchanges, I realise that he’s not hitting hard and he doesn’t have a plan. He’s not that good. I’m probably not that good either, but all that matters is that I’m better than him tonight. Somewhere out there in the half-light, my mam and my dad look on, the rest of the family too.

When the first round ends, I go back to the corner and throw up.

As a kid, I never wanted to be a world champion. I just didn’t want to let anybody down.
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We all live in a yellow caravan, a yellow caravan, a yellow caravan…

I’ve always been the outsider; at least, it’s always felt that way.

The Irish gypsy in England.

The English cousin in Ireland.

The white boy in Detroit.

We all live in a yellow caravan, a yellow caravan, a yellow caravan…

I hear you. I hear you singing it, and we’re sitting in French class trying to learn the difference between Je suis and J’ai. I hear you, and I know it’s meant for me because it couldn’t be meant for anyone else. None of the rest of you live in caravans.

You think you’re smart because you know this about me. You think you have some sort of power over me. I thought you’d have a bit more sense. The only reason you even know I’m a gypsy is because your brothers box in Repton too, and they’ve told you. Are you thick or something? Do you not understand that if that’s how they know me, that means I’m a boxer too?

I hate it here. This is prison we’re in, not school, and if you show any sort of weakness, you better be prepared for others to pounce. There’s grown men in here, full beards, and if they come for me, I’ll have no choice except to fight back, so if it’s all the same, I’d rather not draw their attention on me in the first place. That’s why I don’t go around mouthing off about being a gypsy. I know better than that. And it’s easy for me to hide. The black kids, the Indian kids, the Pakistani kids, they can’t hide it. Even if they’re English born and bred, they still end up on the wrong side when the battle lines are drawn.

I hear the rest of the class laughing now. You have your little victory. I feel myself getting angry. Angry to the point of tears. You’ll be sorry you started this, I’m warning you:

‘Wait till I get you outside.’

A lot of people don’t realise I’m a gypsy. There’s a perception that gypsies walk a certain way and talk a certain way and act a certain way, and I don’t fit that mould, so unless people know that about me, they would never presume it. Adam Booth was my coach for a couple of months before he ever found out.

‘Adam, imagine what you could do with a fighter like Tyson Fury?’

Tyson’s a second cousin; our grandmothers are sisters. Everybody knows he’s a gypsy – he calls himself the Gypsy King – but not everybody knows that we’re related. Adam and I are chatting about a few other fighters while we work out in the gym and Tyson’s name comes up.

‘Imagine what you could do with that sort of style and that sort of ability?’

‘Ah, I’ll never train a gypsy.’

I keep shadow boxing in the ring, pacing my way through each step of my routine, and Adam’s looking at me, wondering why I’ve started laughing.

‘Adam, you know I’m a gypsy?’

‘What?’

‘I’m a gypsy. You’re training one now.’

We’ve become good friends as well as coach and fighter, and Adam’s embarrassed. He starts tripping over himself to apologise – he didn’t know and that wasn’t what he meant, trying to put some context on it by way of explanation.

‘Adam, stop. Just tell me, why did you say that?’

Because people don’t realise I’m a gypsy, they say things around me that they would never otherwise say. Nothing hugely sinister, but it doesn’t have to be. Gyppos. Knackers. Tinkers. The sideways glance. The tone of voice. It all accumulates over the years, a death by a thousand cuts.

I learn the difference between gypsy and Traveller at a young age. Subtle, especially for a child, but important. It’s all about heritage. My dad shows me the photo of my two great-grandfathers in their Romany wagons, the newsprint of the paper yellowed from the years, and tells me the story of how they came to Ireland to escape the war and how, in this new country, a child from each side got married, deepening the bond between two families, ensuring that it would remain forever unbroken. Those two children were my dad’s parents, my grandparents.

Being a gypsy is not something you think about. It’s not something you choose. It’s just the way life is.

It’s only as you get older that you realise there’s a special closeness to gypsy life. Between families. Within families. Family is everything, and summers are glorious. My dad’s brother lives in Lewisham, on the other side of the river, and his sister is in Luton. Five or six caravans head off in convoy. Family, friends, dogs, chickens. All in. No man, woman, child, or beast left behind. Head west to Wiltshire, to Swindon, or maybe up towards Oxford. Canterbury. Eastbourne, by the sea, the beach, the waves that sweep you off your feet for a moment of panic and then release you unharmed to float in the glassy calm. And wait. Queuing up for ice-cream with our cousins. Those summers when we’d load everything onto the boat and head for Limerick, to my mam’s side of the family. The introductions were always the same:

‘This is my cousin Andy. He’s from England…’

But I didn’t feel English. They used to say in Bow that the only things Ireland ever wins are boxing matches and the Eurovision. I always wanted the Irish song to win. I wanted Steve Collins to beat Chris Eubank, and then I wanted him to do it all over again. I was Irish long before we moved to live there. London was where we lived, but Limerick was home.

We go to school, but before we do, we take the carpets and the rugs and help to stack them in the van so that my mam can do her deliveries, driving from site to site to sell what she can. At the weekends, we go down to the market with her and we try to help. Not getting in the way would be help enough. Or we go off with my dad, knocking on doors, dropping leaflets in letterboxes, calling into shops and offices. Five years old, six years old, holding on to the stack of paper with both hands, for dear life. Learn when you’re young and you’ll have your trade forever.

My dad’s trade is as a tree surgeon, a landscape gardener. He works all over London, doing big jobs, doing small jobs. Some days he goes to people’s houses to chop or cut or whatever it is they need doing. The days I go to work with my dad, I watch him. He never tells the man or woman that he’s a gypsy. I know not to say it. You don’t say it. You have to hide it.

It’s just the way life is. Us and them, and we’re the ‘them’. The police are here again. You’d like to tell them not to bother taking out their little notebook and pencil, that they’re only wasting their time, but that could be construed as cheeky, so it’s best to say nothing. As usual.

We all know the routine anyway, we’ve known it since we were old enough to be allowed out of our parents’ sight. When the police arrive, it’s in everyone’s best interests that they leave again just as quickly and, if possible, with even less information than they had in the first place.

One of the policemen produces a photo while the other wanders off to have a nose around. You take a look for a few seconds, long enough for it to seem like you’re actually engaged in this pantomime, but not for so long that he might think you’re being cheeky. Then he says his lines, and you say your lines:

‘Does this man live here?’

‘No, I don’t know him.’

‘Do you know his name?’

‘No, I don’t know him.’

‘Have you ever seen him before?’

‘No, I don’t know him.’

Bow Triangle was a regular enough stop on their beat and a place of interest in their investigations, with good reason. There was always a trick or a deal or a bargain on the go, and a child might not realise it, but most of those little enterprises crossed the line. They were crimes.

It sucks you in. A lot of people that I grew up with ended up doing time in prison as they got older. If we had stayed in London, in Bow, immersed in gypsy life, I might have ended up in there with them.

When you’re looked down on in a certain way, when you’re pushed to the fringes of society and not accepted and there’s no way in, it creates a lot of anger. I see it. All you can do is lash out, fight back, rebel. Young gypsy boys of nineteen or twenty go to the pub, arrive at the front door, and they’re not allowed in. Or go to the bar, and they’re not getting served. It’s embarrassing. You don’t want to let us in? OK, we’re going to break your windows. The police get involved, or the papers pick up on it, and it feeds into the cycle, deepens it as it starts all over again. And the next time it’s the pub down the road. No, we’re not letting these fellas in because they smashed the other place up the last time. That’s how the anger expresses itself, but you can’t justify or excuse that kind of behaviour.

Back in the gym, I’m still shadow-boxing, and Adam is still stumbling over what to say. He tells me a story about one of the most naturally gifted boxers he had ever trained, a young gypsy who won every English title possible at underage level, but as he got older and turned professional, he didn’t have the attitude to really kick on and make the most of his ability.

‘I had too much trouble with the gypsies I did train before. They just don’t have the discipline.’

Adam’s right in a way, but there’s a little bit more to it than that. Boxing starts as a way of discipline, a first commitment, an introduction to responsibility in life, as well as a social outlet. My mam and my dad were happy when they knew we were down in Repton – they’d drive us there themselves – because they knew that if we were there, we weren’t getting into trouble or worse. And at that age, gypsy kids have a raw toughness, the kind that you can’t teach, the kind that can only be chiselled out through growing up in a place like Bow site where showing any sort of weakness would be the biggest mistake of all. Gypsy kids, or Travellers in Ireland, are sharper, meaner, more mature at that stage in life. They’re more physical and they can overpower kids from settled backgrounds; their strength and power trumps everything else.

But as everyone gets older, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, and the settled kids themselves mature in time, it balances out. Now the settled kids are more skilled because they’ve learned the hard way. They’ve had to learn to box because they couldn’t rely on power alone and now, when they develop and the power levels are more evenly balanced, they win. The gypsy kids, the Travellers, get disillusioned. Even if they wanted to carry on, their culture, their society, is demanding their full participation. Get your trade. Go to work. Get married. Provide for your family. Be a man.

Over the years I learned that control, the discipline, the restraint that’s befitting of a champion, but today I’m gone past that point. It’s lunchtime and I’m ready for you. I find Pa, the only other gypsy in the school. He’s my best friend growing up, close enough that he’s like a fourth brother; a year older than me, a boxer, and the friend that I do everything with. I tell him what happened. I don’t need to say another word because he knows what is going to happen next. He waits. We wait.

Pa sees you first.

‘There he is now.’

I don’t care who is watching. I don’t care if you think it was only a joke. Nobody is going to treat me like that, to belittle me and my family like that, to make me the butt of the joke, to try to make feel small because of who I am. Sing your ‘Yellow Caravan’ song now. Go on. I dare you. Your words have consequences, and you’ll know that soon enough when the punches start to land and you’re wishing for me to stop this. I will. I will when I’m done. When you’ve learned.

And when we go inside and the headmaster turns to you first, the most obviously injured party, for your side of the story, I’ll sit and I’ll listen.

‘What happened?’

‘He beat me up, sir. He’s a boxer. Look at what he did to me.’

Look at what I did to you? There’s no denying that, nor will there be every time you walk through those school gates or sit back down in that French class for the next couple of weeks. The rage has ebbed, but I’ve no regrets, only a complete disregard for whatever punishment is coming my way. This office is meant to be a symbol of authority, it commands the obedience that is necessary to stop this place from descending into total anarchy a dozen times a day or more, but I’m not the least bit bothered about the scales of justice and how far they’re tipped against me. Whatever price I have to pay now, so be it.

He’s heard your side of the story. Now he turns to me.

‘What happened?’

‘He called me a gypsy and he kept on saying it and saying it and making fun of me in class and I told him when I get him outside I’m going to kill him and I did and that’s it, so you can do what you want.’

I don’t know if the headmaster’s impressed, or sympathetic, or already completely jaded and just wants to quickly close the book on his latest problem of the morning. He pushes back his chair and motions for us to leave.

‘Right, go on, go back to class.’
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The drive takes us fifteen minutes. My dad drops me and Roger to the door of St Francis Boxing Club.

‘Go on in, see if your cousin is inside.’

We go in, but it’s nothing like Repton at all. Limerick is nothing like London.

We don’t live in the city. We’re building our new house in a place called Daly’s Cross, in a little village called Castleconnell. Out on its own in a two-acre field in the middle of nowhere. It wasn’t a surprise when my mam and my dad told us that they’d had enough of Bow, that we were going to move home to Ireland permanently in 1998. They had been planning it for a while. I love Limerick, love it when we come here on holidays, but I don’t want to live here. My life, my friends, they’re all in London. Now I have to start all over again from scratch.

That’s the point. I’ll come to thank them for it in time. It changes the course of my life.

But right now, I’m thirteen and I’m miserable. Lonely. I don’t know where to go or what to do, and even if I did, I’d have nobody to do it with.

I get up in the morning and go off to work with my dad on whatever job he’s on. Saturdays, we go into Limerick with my mam to the markets and then afterwards I hang around the city with Roger for a few hours, in and out of shops, until we spend whatever little bit of money we have on a video game that will do us for the week, hour after hour, every night. Or down to Frank Lee’s, the petrol station just down the road from the house, and flick through their library of videos until we find one that we want to rent. One of the imported Asian ones. We watch them all, and most of the ones in Xtra-vision in Castletroy too.

But there are only so many video games and films in the world.

Work is work. Cutting back bushes and tarmacking drives is only glamorous when school is the other alternative. Otherwise, it’s hard, it’s tiring, it’s pretty monotonous, and it’s what I’ve been plaguing my mam and my dad to let me do for years.

‘When am I giving up school? I want to go to work. Let me go to work. What am I doing? I’m like a fool, everyone is making fun of me for being in school. None of my friends go anymore. They’re all out working. Why do I have to keep going to school?’

And every year the answer would be the same.

‘You’re not giving up. We’ll talk about this next year.’

And then next year comes and by August you’re trying to find your jumper and wondering if you’ll need any new books or if the old ones, wherever they are, will do for another year. Now that we’re in a new country, it’s easier to let me have my way.

The thing is, I was actually good at school, even though I always had one eye on getting through it and getting out of there as quickly as possible. I was in the top three when we did the London Reading Test, the standardised test you take when you leave primary school – not the top three in the class or in the school: the top three in all of Tower Hamlets, which is a big borough. I started secondary school in one of the best classes, but I wasn’t interested. And when they moved me into a lower class – the stupid class, the troublemakers’ class – I was even less interested.

I’d be in my seat by nine o’clock to sign the first register of the day, but once that class was done, I’d find Pa and the two of us would be off up the road. We’d go to the park, or to the chip shop, and go out the back to where they had the pool table or the arcade machine. We’d be back in school in time for the midday register, gone again, and then back one last time to sign the register at four o’clock before heading home.

I need boxing more than ever now that we’re in Limerick. I might never get to speak to another teenager again other-wise. Not that I do much chatting when I’m up in the club. My dad drops us in to Mungret Street three nights a week, we go in, train hard, say our goodbyes, and get a lift back home. It’s not a place where you go to make friends.

It doesn’t take me long to realise that I’m fighting at a level above everyone else in St Francis. That’s the Repton effect. I won my first seven fights as an amateur in London, but in my eighth I lost to a kid called Aaron Gardiner. I’ll never forget his name. Pa warned me about him. He lost to Gardiner a year earlier, and he wanted me to level things up on his behalf.

‘You’ve got to beat this guy. You’ve got to beat this guy.’

Pa didn’t bother coming to the fight that night, which was just as well, but I still had to go back and explain myself to him afterwards.

‘What happened, what happened? Did you beat him? Did you get him?’

‘No, he beat me as well.’

It wasn’t the last time I came up against Aaron Gardiner. The gods of the draw looked kindly on me in the schoolboy championships the following year. I got my own back. A stoppage.

I kept improving, kept winning, and I started to see myself as a boxer. It became part of who I am, the thing that made me distinctive, the thing I told people about myself. When I won my first schoolboy titles in England, other people started to see me as a boxer too. My teacher came up to me in school with a copy of the East End Advertiser, our local paper, and congratulated me. I played it down, told him that it wasn’t a big deal, and there was a part of me that believed that too. I expected to win. But when they read out my name at assembly, my chest puffed out a little bit nonetheless.

By winning a couple of schoolboy titles, I far surpassed anyone’s expectations of me. Of the six kids in our family – Dawn, Mushy, Ned, me, Roger, and Hayley – Roger was always the one earmarked to be the boxing star, even more so than Ned.

Repton laid the foundations, put all the building blocks in place for me but because Roger is a couple of years younger, he still needed a bit more time there to develop, and when we moved to Limerick to different coaches with a different way of doing things, a lot of what he had learned was undone.

Roger was too proud to say no, even when the demands being made of him were crazy. He came to me one day.

‘Andy, they want me to fight tonight.’

‘Tonight? Against who?’

‘Dunno. They want me to go down to Dungarvan. They’re stuck and they need me to fight.’

‘What did you say to them?’

‘I told them I’d do it. I’m getting ready to go now.’

I would never take a fight on that short notice unless I had been training hard and, more importantly, unless I was certain that I wasn’t being sold a pup. But when Roger got down to Dungarvan, he was fighting against Amir Khan, who was a world medallist at that stage and already showing all of the talent that would win him his Olympic silver medal. Roger was thrown in, with no preparation, on a couple of hours’ notice, just so Khan could have his fight. Roger lost that night. He was still a teenager when he gave up boxing a few years later, but he always had a huge role in my corner throughout my career.

I come to love St Francis. The coaches there – Kenneth Moore, Finbarr O’Brien, and Shane Daly – spot my talent straight away. They have me in against the best in Limerick, then the best in Munster, and see that none of these other lads can really trouble me. A week or two after I first go to the club, Shane organises a big sparring day on a Saturday with lots of boxers from different clubs coming to St Francis. I keep warm and loose as Shane calls all of the other boxers in, pair by pair, but he never calls my name. I wait around for hours, watching everybody else take their turn, before I ask him about it.

‘Am I sparring or what? I’ve been here all day. What’s going on?’

‘There’s nobody here for you to spar. There’s only one fella here and he’s a junior. We can’t put you in with him.’

‘I came down here to spar. I’ll fight this lad. Put me in.’

This guy is a few years older than me and an Irish champion, but that doesn’t matter. When I get into the ring I’m well able for him. Shane can’t believe the level I’m at. He needs to test me out for himself.
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