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Foreword

This is as candid a book as you will find and lays bare the realities of a sporting career with unflinching honesty. But this fascinating sports odyssey is more than just a chronicle of medals won and races run. It delves deep into the heart of the modern athlete’s experience, shining a light on the challenges and triumphs that extend far beyond the field of play.

In sharing his story, Iwan opens a dialogue on issues that have long been shrouded in silence. He bravely confronts the hurdles faced by athletes in their everyday lives, breaking down barriers and paving the way for a new era of openness and understanding in sport.

This book will resonate not only with those who have chased their own dreams on the track, but with anyone who has ever faced adversity and emerged stronger on the other side.

Lord Sebastian Coe, May 2024


Prologue

5.00am. 16 June 2021

The pain is unbearable. I’ve been limping from the start thanks to my still injured foot, but by Mile 10 my good foot hurts so much that I don’t even notice the bad one. As miles go by, cramp-like pain grips my whole body. Each tiny stone I step on feels like broken glass.

‘He might as well quit. He’s not going to make it.’ That’s what the steward says as I leave the checkpoint.

‘Fuck off,’ I respond breathlessly. I’ve avoided the cut-off by four minutes and still have three checkpoints left; that amounts to another 30 miles. I know for sure that I’ll make it, though – as long as my body doesn’t give out on me. I have a photo of Teddy in my pocket, and on my arm I’ve marker-penned the words ‘For those less fortunate’. Every time it hurts, I look at my arm and my picture and they remind me why I am here . . .


One Energy to Burn


[image: A young child runs on a grassy field near a parked car.]


I was one of those kids who ran everywhere. To my mate’s house, to the shops, to school. Why would anyone walk? It was too slow, too boring. I wanted speed, action, excitement. I loved running. It made me feel alive, exhilarated and free. ‘Iwan’s got ants in his pants.’ ‘He’s exuberant.’ ‘He can’t sit still.’ These days I might be tested for ADHD. Back then they called me hyperactive. ‘He’s got too much energy to burn’ – to me it sounded like a compliment. I must have been such a handful for my parents.

I was small and a little podgy as a youngster, a redhead with a rather unfetching pudding-bowl haircut. Careering around dressed in my shabby dungarees and scuffed trainers like a Tasmanian devil. I was out all day, every day, with just a 10-pence piece to call home if I got into trouble.

In the muddy fields, gardens, trees and playgrounds of my sleepy town, Godmanchester, I discovered danger. That meant taking on any dare my reckless mates thought me too stupid to refuse. Like taking my life into my own hands by walking across the lock by Portholme Meadow. Traversing the slippery wooden gates, with the pounding River Ouse below willing me to misstep and plummet into her murky depths.

And if there was no obvious jeopardy, I made my own. I bunny-hopped on my bike over five fearful – and, on reflection, foolish – friends; jumped through a bonfire in the back garden; skateboarded along a 3-metre (10-ft) wall; leaped out of my parents’ bedroom window (I think I was practising to be a stuntman). It’s a miracle I made it to my 10th birthday. I was a kid who just loved danger, that rush of blood – a pre-teen adrenaline junkie. Once, part of the local quarry froze over, and I decided to take to the ice to breakdance (well, it was the 1980s!). To my shame, the police interrupted my backspins and drove me home. That took some explaining to my parents.


Impressing – that was my favourite thing. To get a ‘Wow!’ from a mate, a nod of approval from an older boy or even a tut from an old lady – those were my medals as a kid. I didn’t think of it as showing off. I was an entertainer. I got a thrill from having an audience and felt connected to them. It made for a story that my friends and I could talk about for days: ‘You’ve got a massive bruise’, ‘I thought you were a goner there’, ‘I heard someone called the police’. If doing mad things made them happy or gave them something to talk about, I was making their lives more exciting. That can only be a good thing. Right?

Like most boys, I loved football. We played on the rec, a big island in the river. Every kid from the area gathered for a match. There was no time to show your skills in those 30-a-side games with kids of all ages and sizes tearing around. We played until someone took his ball home or we lost it in the water or it became impossible to see the ball in the fading light.

In summer, we plunged into the River Ouse. Even when it was a sunny day, the water was freezing enough to put the chill in your body in seconds and leave you shivering. But I was there for hours mucking about, jumping in from heights of 12 metres (40 feet) from the overhanging branches. And it was dangerous: talk of the strong undercurrent or the fact we were miles from help if something went wrong never crossed our minds. All that scared me were the tales of the monstrous pikes. They patrolled the depths and could come up and take a finger or toe at any moment. I never kept my legs still when they were underwater.


In summer we often went to North Wales. We’d stayed with my grandmother, who lived outside Penygroes near Caernarfon and in the foothills of Yr Wyddfa (Snowdon). That was the real outdoors. Whenever I think back to those endless summers, the kind you have as a kid, I have Dexys Midnight Runners’ hit ‘Come on Eileen’ running through my head – it was constantly on the radio – and the film Stand by Me. Just like in that film, my brother, a local lad and myself spent hours walking along a disused railway line (though, thankfully, we never found a dead body). We liked exploring: jumping across streams, sometimes getting soaked, climbing the stone walls, making dens and building a fire or charging through the fields of sheep.

My brother, Gareth, was three years older than me. Back when we were very young, we were close, though it gradually became very apparent that we had very different personalities. We shared the same red hair, but that was it. We were chalk and cheese: the serious, studious indoor child and the all-action, fresh air fiend.

I took the annoying brother role usually reserved for older siblings, winding him up to the point where he had to react. I must have been such an annoying little git to have as a younger brother. Gareth went off to boarding school at 11 and we grew apart. We will always be brothers and I’d do anything for him, but as we got older, we took different paths.

My dad was away a lot of the time too. From Monday to Friday, he worked for the MOD and stayed in London. He was a military man, a sharp dresser and he cut a dashing figure – he was mistaken for Michael Caine on a number of occasions. He was also very musical, playing the piano and guitar to a high standard. He played in a rock band in his youth, when he met my mum. He was great fun when I was young and I really looked forward to weekends when we spent time together, and missed him when he wasn’t around.

Dad had a dazzling white Alfa Romeo Alfasud Sprint, a car you didn’t see much around our way – and it turned heads. A real petrolhead’s car; classy, elegant and sophisticated. It was his pride and joy and he made sure it was tuned up and polished so you could see your reflection in it. On Sundays, going for a drive down the country lanes, we might come across some guy in a souped-up Astra or similar, and Dad would say, ‘Tighten your seatbelt. Watch this.’ Then he’d put his foot down and burn them up.


Dad instilled a lifetime love of fast cars and motorbikes. He started me early. When I was 11, he helped me buy my own 50cc motorbike: a Honda Z50 motocross. It wasn’t legal to ride it on the streets, so I took it to the local rec. The speed, power and the noise were intoxicating and I put my foot down and pushed it as fast as it would go. My mates and myself would rip round the field, perfecting skids and jumps and pulling wheelies. We’d dodge kids and dogs and generally be annoying – I loved it. That bike led to a brush with the local police, when I was stopped for wheeling it home. Apparently, wheeling it wasn’t legal either. However, the constable pointed out a loophole: if I put the front wheel on a skateboard and pushed it, nobody could touch me.

Dad could be an old-fashioned parent. He came from a working-class background and worked his way up to become an RAF group captain, the equivalent of an army colonel. He had set himself high standards in his life – and met them – and he expected the same of his children. He could be formal and quite strict. I understood and respected that and did my best not to let him down. Pleasing him was my number one aim – from my earliest memories to the present day – maybe because he was away from home so much when I was young, or maybe because it seemed so hard to meet his expectations. When I got it – a nod or a simple ‘well done’ – it was such a great feeling.

Come Monday, Dad went off to London again. With my brother away at boarding school, it was often just Mum and myself together in the house. Mum was a teacher and she really cared about her pupils. One day I got home from school and there were about 25 kids in the house. They were running riot, screaming and shouting and charging round the house. It was mayhem, in a fun way. It turned out the school’s camping trip had been cancelled and so, feeling sorry for them, she invited them to pitch their tents in the garden. I don’t think Dad was too happy about it when he came home, though. Later she taught at the roughest school in the area, where the kids who had been expelled from every other school ended up. They responded to her kindness and good nature and she loved it there.

Life with Mum was so easy-going. With just the two of us in the house we got along so well and were so close. She was happy to give me the freedom I wanted and I didn’t take advantage. If she said to be home by eight, I’d make sure I was back at five to. Mind you, she was a terrible cook. (She admits to being the world’s worst in the kitchen.) She could muster a spaghetti bolognaise at a push, but that was about it. I lived off packaged microwave meals that looked like a glorified prison tray with compartments for potatoes, meat and veg. I sat eating them in front of the TV while watching Junior Kick Start or The A-Team – and I’m not complaining, it was most kids’ dream.

Mum was slim and glamorous with a warm smile that made people instantly like her. (In her younger days, she’d won Miss Personality Girl Dolgellau.) She constantly had a cigarette in her mouth. It probably seemed elegant back then, but as a 10-year-old I hated the smell. She spoke Welsh as her first language and rang her mum every Sunday evening to chat away in Welsh. It would infuriate me that I couldn’t understand what she was saying about me. With a name like Iwan Gwyn, I never had any doubt that I was Welsh too. She had met my dad at University in Aberystwyth. He, however, was a proud Englishman. Watching England play rugby against Wales on TV was like World War III in our house.

We had great family holidays, and Dad tells me he first noticed on one in Spain, when I was about eight, how fast I could run. Every morning, we walked or jogged back from the shops to our villa and this soon developed into a competition between us. It was about 3 km (2 miles) home and quite a climb, so it wasn’t an easy run. Around the third day of racing, he recalls, I was beating both my brother and him – then in his late 30s and a reasonably fit man.

That desire for acceptance from Dad wasn’t going quite so well on the academic front, though. I wasn’t a star pupil. I had a lot to live up to because my brother was exactly that. Dad’s oldest son was ticking all the boxes; he was super-intelligent, studious and academically successful. While I was out tearing around, he was playing Dungeons & Dragons; when I was building bonfires, he was making model aircraft. While he was getting ‘A’s for every subject, I was unexceptional. I was successful on the sports field, but whatever helped me succeed there left me at the classroom door. With a ball at my feet, I was self-confident; when it was my turn to read in class, just nervous and breaking out in a cold sweat.

All this came to a head when it was time for me to go to secondary school. My brother had gone to boarding school when he was 11. He was really happy there and was excelling in his studies. Dad was keen that I should follow him, but I knew it wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to leave my friends and adventures and my life at home. And I felt intimidated by the idea of being among posh kids and facing academic expectations that seemed beyond me.

Fortunately, I had an ally in Mum. I can still hear them arguing:

‘Iwan’s going to be fine, don’t worry about him,’ she’d say.

‘Fine isn’t enough. The third set isn’t fine. Just getting by isn’t excelling in life.’

While Mum was concerned about me as a person – that I was happy, had good friends and tried my best – Dad was more concerned about my academic progress. For him, exam results were everything. That was how he had made his way to the top and there was no other route to success in life. OK, his younger son was good at sport, but there was no future in that!

Mum and I won that battle (I would later discover the war was not over) and I went to Hinchingbrooke School, a comprehensive on the edge of Huntingdon. I was terrified of this new school. I was prepared to suffer the awful school uniform – the shirt and tie with a terrible green blazer made of some disgusting material (in Chemistry lessons, I’d stay clear of the Bunsen burners for fear of going up in a ball of fire) – but the rumoured fate of first years put the fear of God into me.

The talk was of an initiation ceremony where they pushed first years into a holly bush. I was petrified and cried my eyes out to Mum, whose words ‘I’m sure they won’t – and if they do, it won’t be so bad’ didn’t seem reassuring enough. The thought caused nightmares in that last week of summer holidays. Of course, Mum was right. When I saw the tree, it looked pathetic. Bring it on, I thought; I’d jumped through bigger bushes than that deliberately!

I loved school. I liked being with my mates, the fun with the teachers and most of the classes. I was hyperactive, but it didn’t affect my concentration in class. I settled down, did my homework and never once got a detention. For all my energy, I was never in trouble at school. Not real trouble. I was a bit of a class clown, a cheeky chappie who liked to make people laugh – and that included the teachers as well as my schoolmates. I loved a prank; I was that kid letting off stink bombs in the playground and squirting fart spray into teachers’ lockers.


Once, when I was 14, I wrote on the board in a classroom in the upper school that after lunch, the History class should go to the lower school, a 10-minute walk away. The teacher arrived back from lunch to find the classroom empty and had a long walk fetching them all back. She wasn’t happy, but the other teachers laughed and when I was sent to see the head, Mr Whiteside, he just smirked and called me a bloody idiot.

Mischievous and cheeky, I like to think I was – and I seemed to get away with it. I’d usually be up to something, but it was all harmless. I was a bit of a wheeler-dealer too. I remember once buying a box of knock-off Mars Bars at the back of the garage. I was selling them for 20p each, until someone complained the chocolate had gone white and that the sell-by date was long past.

Hinchingbrooke was such a good school for sport. We had a PE lesson every day; every lunchtime we kicked a ball around and if there wasn’t a school match, I’d organise some kind of after-school game. Mr McGrady, our PE teacher, was enthusiastic and encouraging. He reminded us of the ‘tough but fair’ PE teacher Geoff ‘Bullet’ Baxter in Grange Hill. A tough Northerner, he wore shorts all year round and joined in every game he could.

I was the classic all-round sporty kid; good at football, rugby, athletics and cross-country. Some of the kids there even called me ‘County’ because I was county standard for all those sports. I came second in the 1500 metres in the County Championships in 1988. I ran it in 4 minutes 45 – pretty handy for a 13-year-old. Roger McGrady was the first to spot that I had athletic talent and tried to push me further. I remember him quoting Chariots of Fire – ‘You can’t put in what God left out’ – when I spurned athletics for other sports. He was a good sportsman himself and he recognised my potential. He followed my career closely and we continued to stay in touch. Maybe I should have taken what he said more seriously.

Sport became part of my identity. Kids in the school knew me and I got smiles and nods in the corridor. Even the sixth-formers knew who I was. Of course, I liked being good at sport, but that connection with people really made me feel good. I chatted to kids I’d never met before and made new friends. I really enjoyed it, but that was as far as it went. There was no idea of sport as a career; that would be ridiculous.

I played rugby for the county as a right winger, but cross-country was a big focus at school. The school was set in a large park and there was a great course through forest, fields and mud. I was good at the long distance and I’d literally lap many of the other kids. I had speed and stamina and never minded the cold and rain. Cross-country was where I first discovered that pain didn’t have to be a hindrance. Rather than slow you down, it can drive you on. Don’t give in to it and it becomes exhilarating, like some kind of superpower. On those muddy fields of Hinchingbrooke, I learned a lot about pushing my body more when it wanted to slow down and stop.

When I was 14, I ran the cross-country in the County Championships. We were running round Ferry Meadows in Peterborough. A tough race, but I thought I had a decent chance of finishing in the top three and qualifying for the English Schools Athletics Championships. I noticed one boy I passed because he was running in football boots. It just looked a bit odd. I passed, left him and thought nothing more of it. I came into the last lap in second place; I wasn’t going to win but runner-up would be good enough. Suddenly a boy comes sprinting past me. Hang on! I thought. I recognise that lad. Where have his football boots gone, though? I finished third and secured my place in the English Schools competition, but was suspicious. Eventually, the mystery was solved. It turned out there were identical twins and one had hidden behind a tree and emerged to take the last lap!

English Schools was another level, though: I finished 365th. Maybe cross-country wasn’t my game after all. No big deal. By that time, I was deep in a new sport; one that suited me down to a T.
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