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WE CAN’T ALL BE WINNERS ALL OF THE TIME. BUT HOW DO YOU  
COPE WHEN YOUR LIFE’S WORK IS DEFINED BY DRUBBINGS?  

WHEN YOU’RE KNOWN, ABOVE ALL ELSE, FOR FAILURE?  
MEET THE WRITE-OFFS, RUNNERS-UP AND NE’ER-DO-WELLS WHO 

HAVE TAKEN KNOCKOUT BLOWS BUT KEPT BOUNCING BACK

Losi    g  
Like

A Man

n

Boxing is not a sport, it’s  
a business. No promoter 
will pay for your fights 

unless you can repay him.  
I knew I was a good boxer,  
but I knew I wouldn’t win 
world titles. So I became a 
journeyman – the guy who’d 
fight anywhere in the country 
at an hour’s notice. I was the 
guy who never got knocked 
out and always lost well. 
I may have lost 96 fights,  
but I lost each one with 
dignity. If anything, I was  
the best loser in the country. 

Losing isn’t always as easy 
as you might think. I’ll never 

forget holding this one lad up 
over my shoulder, whispering 
in his earhole, “Just fucking 
stay on your feet.” But he’d 
blown his beans. I won on 
points and the string of fights 
I had lined up got cancelled, 
one by one. That’s when 
I realised winning didn’t  
pay. I had kids and needed  
to be fighting every week.

In the end, it wasn’t losing 
itself that bothered me, but 
being the loser. I’d climb into 
the ring with screaming 
skinheads threatening my 
family and phlegm dripping 
off my back. I’d just think, 

PUNCH AT YOUR WEIGHT  
You’ll be boss one day – until 
then, roll with the punches

BUILD YOUR CORNER
“A positive support network – 

family, friends and coaches – can 
help you identify the areas you 

want to improve,” says Simmonds.

IGNORE CRITICS
Greaves struggled to ignore his 
detractors’ taunts. “Focus on 
your performance – not what 

others may be thinking.” 

REDEFINE CLASS
“Greaves identified his role and 
did it to the best of his ability,” 
says elite sports psychologist 

Rob Simmonds. “That is success.”

WIN ANY  

UPHILL  

BATTLE…

…GET UP 

WHEN YOU’RE 

DOWN…

…MAKE  

YOUR OWN  

LUCK
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UNTANGLE 

ALL YOUR 

SETBACKS

Boxer Johnny Greaves lost 96 of 100 professional fights, 
proving Rocky right: it’s not how hard you can hit, but 

how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward
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The Human Punch Bag Who...

Loses For A Living

“What’s the fucking point?” 
Then my kids’ smiles made 
everything clear again.

My ambition was always to 
reach 100 professional fights. 
To achieve something in my 
life. That day came on 29 
September 2013. I had my 
family there. No amount of 
money would make me lose 
that fight. I had to win. And  
I did. Apart from seeing my 
kids born, it was the best day 
of my life – the culmination of 
six years of being the loser.

I’m proud of my career.  
I may have been a paid loser 
but a born loser I am not.
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As a death penalty lawyer in 
Texas, I’ve been banging 
my head against a wall for 

22 years. In that time, my team 
and I have proved six people 
innocent and saved the lives of 
20, persuading judges to move 
them off death row to life in 
jail. That’s a failure rate of over 
75%. It is hard. It makes me 
angry. That doesn’t mean that 
I excuse murder. Most of my 
clients did something terrible. 
But I believe that capital 
punishment is wrong.

If losing a client who 
committed the murder is  
hard, losing one I believe to be 
innocent is soul-destroying. 
That’s happened twice in my 
career. Then, there is no sense 
of value in what you’re doing. 
It is an unjustifiable and 
overwhelming sense of failure.

There are a lot of people I 
feel angry at, especially judges, 
many of whom issue so many 
execution orders because they 
believe not doing so will harm 
their chances of re-election.  
I constantly feel like I am 
fighting an unwinnable battle 
against a corrupt, all-powerful 
system. I’ve cried for many 
clients and want to throw in 
the towel after every execution. 
It is a big psychological burden 
to lose as much as I do, when 
the stakes are life or death. 

My team and I often spend 
years getting to know our 
clients. By the time we’ve 
finished our investigation, we 
know way more than you read 
in the newspaper about their 
crime; we get to know them as 
human beings. The hardest 
part of my job is telling a client 
that their final appeal has 
been rejected and they will be 

dead in 30 minutes. The first 
person I told wasn’t angry, he 
didn’t cry… he just thanked 
me. And it took my breath away. 

That’s what gets me out of 
bed in the morning – the last 
thing 90% of my clients say to 
me before they are executed is 
“thank you”. They are issuing 
that thank you in a context 
where they’re about to be dead. 
And I just think about the 
magnanimity required to do 
that – it’s a humbling moment. 
You realise you have done 
something really valuable and 
important for somebody else. 

I believe the worst thing  
in the world is to face death 
alone. So I will continue 
to fight for the rights of 
murderers, because I know  
I have done at least one good 
thing by standing with them 
until the very end – whatever 
their crime may be.

David R Dow’s memoir The 
Autobiography of an Execution 
(£9 Twelve) is out now

Of the 115 death row inmates professor 
David R Dow has represented, only 26 have 
been saved. When he loses, someone dies
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The Death Row Lawyer For Whom... 

Winning Is Life  
Or Death

In 2009 Sam Trickett blew £400,000, leaving 
him in utter despair – but he didn’t fold
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The Poker Star Who... 

Gambled His  
Life Away

Not long after I took up 
poker I realised I was  
a natural. I instantly 

started winning tournaments, 
both at casinos and online.  
I thought I was invincible. I 
was winning so much money 
that, in 2009, I took £12,000 to 
Las Vegas. Within weeks I had 
turned it into £400,000. 
Suddenly, I had achieved 
everything I had hoped for in 
life in a few weeks. I bought  
a BMW, a £5000 watch and 
partied like crazy. My girlfriend 
and I decided to buy a house.  
I was naive and greedy. 

My gambling soon got so out 
of control that I’d play poker 
variations I didn’t understand. 
Suddenly, I began losing. 
Mostly online. Often drunk. 
But rather than rein in my 
gambling, I began to chase, 
desperately trying to make 
back what I’d lost with bigger 
and bigger bets. Soon, I was 
completely wiped out. I didn’t 
tell my girlfriend I’d lost the 
money.  She bore the brunt of 
my depression and we soon 
broke up. Within just weeks  
of having it all, everything  
had fallen apart. 

I sold my BMW to pay off  
my debts and accepted a job 
teaching poker in South 
Africa. It was there I hit rock 
bottom. I remember walking 
to the beach one evening, 
lying in the sand and crying. 
How could I be so unlucky?

But as the sun went down  
I had an epiphany: it was my 
arrogance, not luck, that made 
me lose. Right then I decided 
to learn from my mistakes. 
I studied the game forensically. 
My boss was so impressed he 
sponsored me to play at the 
World Series in Las Vegas in 
June 2010. I arrived with no 
money and left with £500,000. 
I am now the UK’s No 1 player.

I’ve learned more from 
defeat than I ever did from 
winning. Success is about 
discipline – it was my ego  
that brought me down. 

Trickett is an ambassador  
for Everest Poker

“I FIGHT  
FOR THE 

RIGHTS OF 
KILLERS 

AND STAND 
WITH THEM 
TO THE END”

LIFE SENTENCES
Maintain your motivation 

during your toughest trials

CROSS EXAMINE
If your efforts start to feel futile, 

chartered psychologist Sarah 
Fenwick advises asking: What are 
the barriers in the way of success? 

How can you overcome them? If 
it’s a no-win situation, walk away.

THE WHOLE TRUTH
Break any bad news more easily. 
“Rehearse what you’ll say, stick  

to the facts and use plain, simple 
language,” says Fenwick. And  

a little empathy goes a long way.

TAKE THE STAND
Dow cannot overcome a “corrupt 

and all-powerful system” and 
there’s little you can do to change 

that idiot ref’s mind. “Focus  
on the things that are within your 

control,” says Simmonds. 

PLAY YOUR CARDS RIGHT
Don’t gamble – formulate  
a plan before you go all in

CHECK YOURSELF
Losing triggers your fight or flight 
response. “Realising this helps you 
take control,” says Fenwick. Don’t 
let adrenaline cloud your judgment.

DON’T GET LUCKY
Only a sucker relies on chance to 
find his fortune. If you’ve put in 
the work, tell your boss exactly 

why you’re worthy of a promotion.

WIPE OUT TELLS
A bad result exposes all your 

weaknesses. “Create a plan that 
details how you aim to improve 

that area,” says Simmonds.
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LOSE LIKE A MAN

FIGHT 

FOR WHAT’S  

RIGHT
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A fter the final point,  
I hugged John over the 
net and sat down with 

my towel over my head. I said 
to myself, “Don’t cry. Stay 
dignified. Try to accept the 
defeat and be sporting.”

In the locker room, my 
coach hugged me and said, 
“You are a champion.” And 
then it all flooded out. It was  
a sort of decompression as the 
adrenaline and tension came 
out. I was like that for two 
hours, crying and rambling 
incoherently. I felt a sense of 
dislocation – the press were 
telling me that I had done 
something incredible, when  
I knew I had been the loser. 

Three weeks later I injured 
my back. From then until the 
end of the season, I dwelt on 
my loss. I had a few difficult 
months and asked myself if it 
was worth continuing to play.

That summer, John and I 
won an award for Best Record- 
Breaking Performance, 
beating Usain Bolt and Roger 
Federer. Slowly, I started to 
realise I’d done something 
that really resonated with 
people. Something special. 

The French federation set  
me up with a new coach and 
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The Rock Star Who Went From... 

Up-And-Coming  
To Down-And-Out

John Otway seemed destined for stardom, 
until his album tanked and he had to make 
epic underachievement his calling card

M y first appearance on 
TV ended as my career 
appeared destined to go 

on: disastrously. It was 1977 
and Wild Willy Barrett and 
I had just released the half-
spoken love song, Really Free. 
We were performing on BBC2 
flagship show The Old Grey 
Whistle Test and thought it 
would be a good idea to jump 

onto a PA tower mid-lyric. 
I overbalanced and came 
crashing down on the sharp 
corner of a speaker, my fall 
cushioned by my testicles.

But 5.5 million people saw 
it and, within a day, our sales 
increased by 1000%. We were 
signed to Polydor on a five-
album deal. Polydor thought 
they had uncovered a star 
of huge potential. I thought 
Really Free was just a rung… 
I never realised it was the 

whole ladder. My next record 
did not do well. The follow-up 
singles fared no better: one flop 
became a succession of flops. 
Perhaps I was overambitious, 
but I always believed it was 
my destiny to be a star. In 
hindsight, the records I was 
putting out were disastrously 
misjudged. I tried increasingly 
more outlandish things to 
get attention, including once 
downing a bottle of ink on 
stage. That did nothing more 
than turn my piss blue for 
three days. Polydor soon got 
fed up and dropped me.

For the next decade, I lived 
in obscurity, making money 
by gigging 150 nights a year 
to a small but loyal following. 
I tried to stay upbeat but by 
1987 I had hit rock bottom. My 
wife of six years left me and 
my music career had flatlined.

Around that time, I did a gig 
and just three people showed 
up. It was too depressing. 
I remember waking up one 
morning and thinking, “What 
do I do? Do I top myself?” 
But I was determined – I still 
believed I could be a star. So 

I put suicide off and chose to 
write an autobiography about 
all my cock-ups instead.

It was my last roll of the 
dice. We subtitled it ‘Rock and 
Roll’s Greatest Failure’ and it 
was a runaway success. I think 
people found my self-effacing 
evaluation of my own life 
refreshing. It quickly outsold 
all my albums and people 
began to notice me again. 

Then in 2002, I released 
another song called Bunsen 
Burner, which went to number 
nine. It took me 25 years,  
but at last I had a second hit.  
I suppose it’s ironic that a book 
about my failures turned  
my life around. If I hadn’t  
been so bloody-mindedly 
fanatical about being a 
musician, I would never have 
been such a failure. But if  
I hadn’t been a failure, I’d  
have never found success.

A film about John Otway’s 
life, Rock and Roll’s Greatest 
Failure: Otway The Movie,  
is available on iTunes

CHANGE YOUR PITCH
Retune your most important 
instrument – your attitude

DON’T GET COCKY, KID
As any successful entrepreneur 
will attest, risk-taking is no bad 
thing. But mixed with high self- 

confidence it can be a hazardous 
trait, says Fenwick. Don’t let 

payoffs go to your head.

STOP CHASING FAME
“Otway focused on stardom and 
put out misjudged records. To be 
a true success, you first have to 

produce something you are proud 
of,” says Simmonds. 

LIGHTEN UP
Take setbacks too seriously and 
you’ll become a laughing stock. 

The solution is very British. 
“Self-deprecating humour can be 

an effective emotion-focused 
coping strategy,” says Fenwick. 

“I CAME 
CRASHING 

DOWN, 
MY FALL 

CUSHIONED 
BY MY 

TESTICLES”

After an historic 11 hours, Nicolas Mahut 
finally fell to John Isner 68 to 70
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The Wimbledon Competitor Who... 

Played The Long 
Game… And Lost

ADVANTAGE, YOU
You’ll only ace your goals  
if you set them correctly

LOWER THE BAR
“Having unrealistic expectations 

can seriously undermine your 
self-belief,” says Fenwick. Push 
yourself, but don’t aim too high.

STEP FORWARD
“Focus on the bigger picture,” 
says Fenwick. Look ahead to  
your next achievement, not  

back toward your failure.

BOUNCE BACK
Appraise your performance, not 

the outcome. “That way you’ll 
avoid facing emotional ups and 

downs,” says Simmonds.

we worked to redefine my 
objectives. I realised my 
career was not over. I could  
go on to do great things.

The next time I stepped out 
on court I felt people looked 
at me differently. People had 
come to know me for losing, 
but I was determined to prove 
I was still a winner. In 2013, I 
won two ATP tournaments. 
The journey to winning began 
in those three days in 2010.

SMASH  

THAT LOSING 

FEELING

LOSE LIKE A MAN

ALWAYS PLAY  

TO YOUR 

STRENGTHS
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