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MY FAVOURITE SPORTS STARS











I said it almost thirty years ago, but people still quote back to me my famous description of Maradona being a different class during the infamous ‘Hand of God’ game. The different class reference is one that I’m constantly reminded of, because every time I walk into the RTE studio I immediately see it displayed in giant letters on the wall in reception.


Who’ll ever forget watching Maradona take the ball in his own half and dribble past five English players, including the goalkeeper, Peter Shilton, to score one of the most spectacular goals ever? It was rightly voted Goal of the Century during an on-line poll by FIFA.com in 2002.


My on-air comment is something that sports fans always remind me about; and then usually they ask me who else in sport, by my estimation, is a different class, and, more importantly, what makes them so.


It’s not a straightforward question to answer. In my opinion, to be worthy of such a great accolade a sports star first and foremost has to be supreme in their own chosen field and be consistently winning major medals in all championships—be it national or continental, or more specifically at the global level, the likes of the World Cup and the Olympics. And not only must they reach such a summit but they must possess a special or unique talent in what they do, as with the aforementioned Maradona goal.


These figures almost always transcend their own sport and are universally revered as cultural icons, like rock stars or Hollywood royalty, and are immediately recognisable by virtually everyone on the planet, not just sports fans. You could drop the likes of Muhammad Ali or Pelé into a remote village in Africa with no television and I’d bet you that they would still be recognised.


With no further ado, I present to you over the next two chapters my list of those who I consider to be the top fifteen sports stars in living memory.


1. MUHAMMAD ALI


He ticks all the right boxes. Muhammad Ali had footwork that would do credit to a professional tap dancer and the hand speed of a flyweight. He could feint and shuffle at amazing angles and speed for such a big man. (He was 6 feet 2 inches and at his peak about 15 stone.)


He had a confidence that verged on arrogance, but nobody can deny that here was a boxer able to back up his bragging with a ringful of victories. His professional career spanned twenty years, from 1961 to 1981, with a career tally of 61 fights, with 56 wins (of which 37 were KOs) and 5 losses. He won the world championship three times.


He was famously stripped of his world belt in 1967 for refusing to join the US army to fight in Vietnam, his comment at the time being, ‘Man, I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong. I’m not going ten thousand miles from home to help murder and burn another poor nation simply to continue the domination of white slavemasters of the darker people the world over.’ I admired him at the time for that, because he stood up for what he believed, despite the fact that it had a negative effect on his early career.


He met all the big names in boxing, but perhaps the greatest of all fights was his comeback against Smokin’ Joe Frazier at Madison Square Garden in 1971. He lost that one, but he came back stronger to beat Frazier in a rematch in 1974 and reclaim his title as undisputed world champion. Muhammad Ali was the greatest


I first met Ali when he came to Dublin to fight at Croke Park in 1972 and interviewed him several times over the subsequent years. My fondest memory of him is when I saw him perform the opening ceremony at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta. It was really emotional to see him back on the Olympic stage after he had thrown his Olympic medal in disgust into the Ohio River because he couldn’t get served at a ‘whites-only’ restaurant in his native city. I couldn’t blame him. (The International Olympic Committee did give him a new medal to replace it, but I don’t know if he threw that one away also.) So, all those years later, it must have been a poignant moment for him to receive such respect and applause back in his native South at the Olympic Games, which is without doubt the biggest event ever to take place in the Southern States.


The greatest fight that never took place is probably the one between Cassius Clay (as he was called then) and Teófilo Stevenson of Cuba, who won the Olympic heavyweight division three times in a row in 1972, 1976 and 1980. That was some achievement! There was a big push for him to fight Clay. They were the two best heavyweights in the world at the time, even though one was an amateur and the other a pro, and people really wanted to see how these two most talked-about pugilists would fight each other.


For many reasons, none of which I know for certain, Stevenson’s people would not allow him to box. Perhaps they had cold feet—and who could blame them? Cassius probably would have won, but Stevenson was a wonderful boxer, who only died in 2012. I wanted to go to Cuba to meet him at one time but, sadly, never got the opportunity.


Muhammad Ali was brilliant on his feet but maybe not so great against powerhouse boxers. Stevenson was a powerhouse-style of boxer, but he was equally excellent on his feet. In fact he was so good in the Munich 1972 Olympics that the fella he was supposed to fight in the final withdrew, because of a supposed injured hand. I have my doubts about that alleged injury and reckon he ran scared because Stevenson was just putting fellas away for fun at that stage in his career.


There was an American guy named Duane Bobick, who was one of the new white hopes (and white he was too, which was unusual for an American heavyweight champion). The Americans thought he was going to be the bee’s knees, and the famous American broadcaster Howard Cosell, since deceased, was boasting about him all during the Olympics and all over the Olympic Village in Munich. Bobick met Stevenson in the quarter-final, and he was hammered; Stevenson took him apart and eventually put him away. It cost Bobick a million dollars, because he had signed a pre-games contract. A million dollars in 1972 was huge money. The presumptuous deal was that he would turn pro when he won the Olympics, and there was no ‘if’ in it when he met the Cuban, who put an end to that dream.


Ali is such a famous face and personality … as I say, I guess you could drop him out of a plane in the world’s most remote land, and the first person to approach him would immediately know he was Muhammad Ali. That’s what I call a different class.


2. EDDY MERCKX


He is undoubtedly the greatest racing cyclist of all time and Belgium’s most adored sportsman. Belgium is a country that is culturally split, but both the Dutch-speaking Flemings and the French-speaking Walloons have attached themselves and endeared themselves to Eddy Merckx, who was born in Brussels but is of Flemish parentage. When asked—and he has been asked on numerous occasions—‘Which are you? Are you Flemish or Wallonian?’ he always diplomatically gives the same response: ‘I am a Belgian.’


He was a sex symbol too in his home country and looked a ringer for Elvis Presley, thanks to the shape of his face and his dark hair and curls.


He won the Tour de France an impressive five times and also on five occasions triumphed in the Giro d’Italia, as well as winning three world championships. He won ninety-one yellow jerseys, three green jerseys and dozens of stage victories, which is an unbelievable record. He has held the hour record too.


Merckx made history in the 1969 Tour de France by collecting the yellow, green and red polka-dot jerseys. The yellow jersey is the daily one worn by the race leader, the polka-dot one is held by the best climber and the green one is the points jersey for the most consistent finisher. Amazingly, not only did he hold all three during that race but he won all three outright, which is an astonishing feat that no-one else has ever achieved. He was so good that the triumph of the triple jersey is unique and unbeaten and unlikely ever to be: not even Lance Armstrong on drugs could match him!


What made him all the more remarkable is that he usually didn’t really depend on team work or tactics: he was so good and so strong that he would just dash off and leave the others eating his dust. He wasn’t in sight of anyone at all one time when he won a stage by a staggering twenty minutes. His power and pace were unmatchable. He was just superior.


In his heyday he did everything. But despite all the success the French didn’t warm to him, because they didn’t like to see their Tour de France being won by a Belgian. They began to cheer him only after one terrible incident near the end of his career, which summed up his steely determination. An idiot ran out onto the road and punched him in the belly on a Tour stage. It flattened him. Badly hurt, he got up, dusted himself off, and insisted on finishing the stage. Even with a burst gut after being assaulted, Mercky somehow found the inner strength to get to the finishing line—not only that, but he still came second, which is a real measure of the man. From that moment on he got massive support in France.


During my first Tour de France I met Merckx when I was introduced to him by a Belgian journalist friend of mine. In fact on that first morning of the Tour de France Merckx left me holding his bike as he went off to register. I still pinch myself when I think about it now. Years after our first meeting Merckx invited me to his home, where he made his famous bikes. It was amazing being inside the house, half of which was a bike factory and the other half his living quarters. He was truly a different class.


3. JACK NICKLAUS


Jack Nicklaus, dubbed the Golden Bear, was only twenty-two when he won his first of four US Opens in 1962, and then the following year he won the first of his six Masters and also the US Open again. He was forty-six when he won his eighteenth major victory in 1986. It’s a record that still hasn’t been matched, with Tiger Woods being the only golfer who could conceivably catch up with it at the moment.


What’s equally impressive is Jack’s runner-up statistics. He has been runner-up in majors more times than anyone else. So, if you take his overall record for first and second there is hardly room for anyone else.


On a number of occasions he has been generous with his time when I have sought interviews with him at the major tournaments, such as Merion in 1981, at the us Open, at the 1983 Ryder Cup at Muirfield, and the 1984 Masters at Augusta National. But I actually had to turn down the first time we were supposed to meet for an interview, back in 1970 at the British Open (correctly, the Open Championship) in St Andrews, because it clashed with a report I had to do for RTE News. Nicklaus told me, ‘We will do it again.’ And, true to his word, three years later, at the 1973 Ryder Cup in Muirfield, he immediately said when he saw me, ‘Would you like to do that interview now?’ I couldn’t believe that the number 1 golfer in the world could remember meeting me briefly three years previously.


After the interview I was strolling around the course with some journalists and we spotted Nicklaus on the fairway with Lee Trevino, Billy Casper, and Arnold Palmer. It was one of those Hall of Fame type moments. The Golden Bear spotted me and shouted out, ‘Hello, Jimmy!’ I said hello back, and everybody turned to me and asked, ‘How do you know Jack Nicklaus?’ Neglecting to tell them that I had only interviewed him ten minutes earlier, I replied with a little white lie: ‘Ah, sure we’ve been mates a long time!’


Nicklaus is far ahead of everybody else, apart from Tiger Woods, who is still four majors behind him. Even if Tiger did overtake him I would still probably regard Nicklaus as my all-time favourite golfer.


4. PELÉ


The first footballer on my list is the great Brazilian Edison Arantes do Nascimento, better known by his sobriquet Pelé. In 1999 he was voted Player of the Century by the International Federation of Football History and Statistics, and he consistently tops virtually every opinion poll.


He was first capped for Brazil when he was sixteen and won the World Cup for the first time at seventeen. He was really only a child in that final but he still managed to show his different class by scoring twice. And he then cried like a child when they won it in 1958, and one of the older players had to console him. He is the only player in the history of the beautiful game to win three World Cups, after FIFA retrospectively awarded him a medal for the 1962 World Cup, in which he was injured during the second group game in the competition. It’s a feat that will probably never be equalled.


I first met him face to face in 1974 in Frankfurt, when we had a great chat, and then we met again in a television studio in São Paulo in 1977. My friend Walter Abreu, who had me in to do an interview for his television show, told me when I arrived, ‘I have someone to meet you.’ He then brought me up to meet the living legend, who is one of only two of my heroes that I ever bothered asking for an autograph—the other being Maradona. That’s how much reverence I hold for him. Another time I visited Brazil my friend Walter had Pelé record a video greeting to welcome me to Brazil. I have met him many times since, and he now knows me, which I think is good. I have to pinch myself when I think how I’m on first-name terms with such an iconic figure.


The old adage about how you should never meet your heroes is far from true in the case of Pelé, a humble man despite his global fame. The following story sums up for me how modest he is. When the Brazilian team visited Dublin back in the 1970s I decided to go out to Terenure, where they were training at the college, to say hello to Pelé. I discovered him on his own in the church, deep in prayer. I waited for him to come out, and he told me that he always prayed whenever he can to thank God. ‘I am a lucky man,’ he told me.


I like to joke about how I came up with Pelé’s nickname. I remember asking him once how he got his nickname. I asked him, ‘Was it a flower? A small animal?’


He replied: ‘There is no meaning to it. It means nothing. And as a child I hated the name and used to get into fights in school when other boys called me “Pelé”, because I thought it was derogatory. At home they called me another name.’


I told him I had an idea of how he might have got the moniker. Amused, he listened intently as I rumbled on with a story. ‘There was a missionary Catholic priest, and he was on a mission in Brazil near Santos, where Pelé was raised. Your family were very poor, and you were playing with a cloth or paper ball and you were fantastic with it, and the priest saw you. He was an Irish-speaking priest, and he said, “Look at the buachaill ag imirt peile,” which means playing football. And all the oul ones were around and going, “Ahh! Pelé! Pelé! Pelé!” And when the priest was gone the name stuck. Now isn’t that a plausible story?’


He laughed and agreed it was as likely as any of the other stories he heard. When I met him again, this time in Brussels to make a presentation to Johan Cruyff, Pelé jokingly asked me, ‘How’s my Irish priest’s friend?’


I smiled when I discovered how he included a section on my Irish priest in his autobiography! Many people seem to believe it’s a true story; it’s all over the internet now as fact. Of course it’s not, but it shows you how a story can grow legs.


5. CARL LEWIS


When I was a child my father told me about the great Jesse Owens. ‘There will never be another one like him.’ It was hard to imagine anyone replicating Owens’s spectacular achievement of four gold medals at the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin. It took almost fifty years to happen again, when Carl Lewis took four golds at the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles. He also has the distinction of being joint second for number of Olympic medals, with his nine gold and one bronze.


I immediately knew Lewis was special when I did the commentary at the 1983 World Track and Field Championships in Helsinki. He was the rising new star, anchoring the American 4 × 100 relay team and winning the two sprints and the long jump. It’s the long jump that he has left as his challenge for future decades. We exchanged a few words at the press conference. He had the world at his feet, and he knew it. I asked him what he really wanted to do, and he told me he wanted to replicate Jesse Owens’s 1936 Olympic medal haul, when Owens won four gold medals. He said that if he looked after himself he felt he might be able to do it. However, people thought it was an outlandish claim for some upstart to think he would be as good as Jesse Owens: but he has proved that he is every bit as good as that.


I was in Los Angeles in 1984 when he equalled Jesse Owens’s record by winning the 100, 200, long jump and 4 × 100 relay. The big thing he wanted to do, apart from the Jesse Owens record, was to reach 30 feet in the long jump, which had never been attained—and still hasn’t. He suggested that it was possible, and he also says that he did it once in Indianapolis. I investigated this and discovered that he did in fact reach 30 feet, but they had to cross the tape and the board, and there was a mark on the plasticine, and this made them deem it a foul. But all the same he was right about reaching the 30-foot mark. It has still never been officially achieved in competition.


The long jump is a major part of him: he won it in 1984, 1988, 1992 and 1996—a staggering four times in a row, the last one when he was thirty-six years old. So for me, that and his style make Carl Lewis the greatest athlete of them all for variety and longevity, and his medal collection: nine Olympic gold medals and eight world titles. Nobody can hold a candle to that.


Trivia buffs will probably get a kick out of this little nugget. Carl has a sister who is also an athlete. Her name—wait for it—is Carol!


6. TIGER WOODS


Tiger Woods, in my opinion, is probably the only golfer at the moment who can realistically catch up with Jack Nicklaus’s remarkable record.


So commanding was Tiger at the fabled Augusta National in the second full week of April 1997 (it’s always held in the second week of April) that he won it with the amazing stats of 12 under par on 270 for 72 holes. It was a magnificent record-breaking performance.


I can still vividly remember the morning of his first round of that famous victory that announced his arrival as a serious contender in the golfing world. I had got up at the crack of dawn, because I wanted to catch as much golf as possible. For some reason I had got it into my head—and don’t forget, this chap was only coming up on twenty-one years of age—that Tiger was going to win the Masters. Most people who I mentioned this to seemed to think I was going insane to be building up Tiger, who had only turned professional the year previously, and they didn’t bother getting up early to watch his first round. It was their loss.


But I had to see him, because my gut instinct was telling me that Tiger was special. I got a lift to the course with the hotel transport and I caught up with Tiger on the first fairway to see this marvellous young fella tee off for that historic first Masters victory.


‘God, it’s only starting but it’s all over for him already!’ I remember thinking when he took forty shots to the turn, and he ended up being four over par at the end of the first. So I said to myself, that was the end of that dream. But I wasn’t going to desert him now that he was down, and I stuck it out to see if he could claw his way back into the game. He came back in 30 shots for 70. Soon all my colleagues, who had originally dismissed my prediction, were talking Tiger up too.


And three days later he was the Masters champion, at the tender age of twenty-one, which makes him the youngest golfer to win the top competition at Augusta. He was so good that they had to do a job fixing up the famous course afterwards, because he took it to pieces and made it look like a pitch-and-putt course!


At the press conference afterwards I said to him, ‘Tiger, judging by the margin of your victory and the way you hit the ball, could you have won the Masters with just four clubs in your bag?’


He looked at me and smiled. ‘How many holes would I have to play?’ he asked me.


‘That’s a diplomatic answer,’ I replied.


‘I’m trying to be diplomatic!’


Make what you will of that!


7. USAIN BOLT


Widely regarded as the fastest man on the planet, Usain Bolt has electrified sprinting since his sensational clock-bashing runs in the Bird’s Nest stadium in Beijing in 2008. His world record times at that Olympics were 9.69 for the 100 metres and 19.30 for the 200 metres. He is the only runner to hold world records in both the 100 and the 200 metres since the fully automatic time measurement became mandatory back in the late 1970s.


The great Tommie Smith—who memorably won gold at the 1968 Olympics in Mexico, which will always be remembered for the image of him with his so-called Black Power salute protest at the medal ceremony—said before that run: ‘Bolt will surprise everyone, because he will beat Michael Johnson’s time.’


Now, everybody was a little taken aback by this prediction, because Michael Johnson had done it in 19.32 in Atlanta. But Tommie Smith was adamant when he met me before the race in Beijing that Bolt would do it.


He won the 100 metres, yet surprisingly he was probably the slowest to react coming out of the block; but he was still half a metre ahead of all the other runners at 40 metres. He then slowed up with about 20 metres to go, lowered his arms, and began celebrating, so there is no knowing now what time he could have done it in. As it is, he let the clock run down in that run. I asked him afterwards, ‘Is this the limit that a man can do?’


‘No. I will be back in four years, and I will win them again—hopefully,’ he replied, crossing his fingers.


True enough, the Jamaican runner nicknamed ‘Lightning Bolt’ was back in London in 2012 and won them again. He has six gold medals from the previous two Olympics and five gold medals from the world championship. You can safely put your money on him winning more gold medals at the next Olympics in Rio. This man is certainly a different class.
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MORE SENSATIONAL TALENTS











I’m at the half-way stage of listing my all-time favourite sports stars, but any one of the next eight could probably justify, or make, a strong case to be in a higher position in my top fifteen, and none more so than the little Argentine next on my list, who inspired the title of the book you are holding in your hands.


A good friend of mine said to me that I should have Maradona at number 1 in my list of the greatest players ever. But I replied, ‘Ah, not really.’


He then retorted, ‘Sure you wouldn’t be calling this book Different Class if it wasn’t for Maradona! Isn’t that where you got the title from?’


It’s a fair point. Yes, Maradona was a different class, as I memorably pointed out when doing the commentary for the infamous ‘Hand of God’ match—which I’m now going to rename the famous ‘Feet of God’ game—against England; but not everybody can be number 1 in my list of footballers. That honour falls to Pelé.


8. DIEGO MARADONA


Season after storied season, football gives us one or two or, if we’re very lucky, three new sensational talents. In no particular order, the best players for my money are Matthews, Stefano, Puskás, Greaves, Gento, Pelé, Eusébio, Bobby Charlton, Law, Cruyff, Platini, van Basten, Ronaldo, the younger Messi and, last but not least, Diego Maradona.


So who is the best? It’s a common question, to which there is no answer that can be conclusive; however, I still haven’t seen any better than Argentina’s golden boy, Diego Maradona. Yes, I know, I have Pelé at number 4 on this list, but you could possibly argue that it’s a biased opinion and that Maradona is equally good. I believe Pelé edges it, but I’m open to persuasion on this. After all, Maradona scored what is probably the greatest goal in the history of the game, against England in Mexico in ’86.


Perhaps Maradona might have surpassed Pelé on this list if he had achieved more, rather than being mired in so much controversy in the later stage of his career, such as being expelled from the 1994 World Cup after he tested positive for a so-called ‘cocktail of drugs’, which included ephedrine, a weight-loss drug.


I honestly think it was an absolute disgrace on the part of FIFA to do this. As I said in my previous book, Memory Man, Maradona was made a scapegoat by FIFA with his undeserved expulsion from that World Cup. It was actually a news report that I did in which the term ‘cocktail of drugs’ first surfaced, after I had done an interview with the person in charge of the decision to send Maradona packing. I was the one who quoted the phrase that all the papers went with.


The reason I am adamant that Maradona was made a scapegoat is that immediately after he was booted out I spoke to a pharmacist, who told me that with this particular drug you would want to ‘take the entire shop’s stock’ to lose any significant weight in an effort to enhance your performance on the pitch. We could hardly accuse Maradona of being anorexic at that stage in his career!


I am not daring to suggest for one moment that Maradona didn’t take this stupid stuff, and I am certainly not suggesting it wasn’t illegal, but I felt if he was at it, then others were probably at it also. But they needed to get a big scalp, and Maradona was the biggest scalp you could get—just as Ben Johnson was in the 1988 Olympic Games. I do believe Johnson took stuff, but then when he was stripped of his gold medal and subsequently everybody else behind him was moved up one slot, if you look at their later CVS, those athletes were not lily-white at all either.


The big question is, Would Argentina have won that tournament with him? Probably not; but still it was a shame to see such a talented player booted out unceremoniously and never afforded the opportunity to play at that high level again. Personally, I was disappointed not to have Maradona there on the world stage. At the very least he would have brought some excitement and much-needed skill to the tournament. Let’s be honest: it certainly wasn’t the most memorable World Cup for pure skill.


I first realised how special Maradona was when I visited Buenos Aires back in 1977 and decided to go to a local football match between Argentina Juniors and Velez Sarsfields and came across a certain up-and-coming sixteen-year old named Diego Maradona on the team sheet. I will always remember how, after half time, a chubby sub with bushy hair ran onto the pitch. But he was just sensational. At first I didn’t pay any attention to him, but soon he had tickled my interest with his sublime skill, and I started telling myself, ‘This fella is unbelievable; he can do anything.’


I knew even then that this kid was going to be an international sensation. They don’t have programmes at matches in South America as they have here. I think that is based on the principle that all the home supporters know their own team, and they don’t give a damn about the others. It has to be that. But there’s a magazine there called El Gráfico, which is essentially a football magazine with some other sports thrown in. It had these marks out of ten, which is now popular everywhere around the world; but they were very conservative, to such an extent that even if you played really well you would get a maximum of seven out of ten at most, averaging about six. Everybody seemed to get a five or six, unless they were exceptional.


That night, after seeing Maradona in the flesh, I waited in Avenida Florida for when the latest editions of the magazines and newspapers would hit the news-stands at about midnight. I grabbed a copy of El Gráfico, which came out every week and after special matches. The ink was still damp, and I looked up the match I had seen earlier. There was the name: Diego Armando Maradona. He played only half the match, and he was awarded nine in the ratings in this magazine. I thought to myself, ‘This backs everything I thought when I saw him play.’


I’m open to correction, but I probably did the first piece ever on Maradona for a European publication when I wrote about him for my next column in the Sunday World. I said something along the lines of ‘Watch out for this fella in the World Cup, 1978. He is going to be the sensation of the tournament.’ Sure enough, a year later Maradona was in the Argentine squad. They thought he was too young to play in the World Cup, so sadly he didn’t get any match time. Those who had heard me off-air talking about him said, ‘Ah, sure that was a lucky guess! Did you really see him play at all?’


I told them: ‘Mark my words. You may have to wait another four years, but he will be there. He is the next great player.’


I was eventually proved right when he arrived on the international scene in 1982 and single-handedly beat England in 1986 with his different class, as I described it when doing the commentary on that game. Again in 1986 he was a one-man orchestra and soloist as captain when Argentina won the World Cup.


As history shows, even his God-given talents couldn’t protect him from drugs, largely to do with weight control; but clean or dirty, the little man could make the ball talk, and that ball had a one-word vocabulary: Maradona.


For me, Pelé and Maradona would be the two biggest players ever to grace the game.


9. SUGAR RAY ROBINSON


Without doubt, Sugar Ray Robinson can justifiably be described as one of the greatest boxers of all time. For my money he is second, behind Muhammad Ali. He was named Boxer of the Decade in the 1980s.


Sugar was born Walker Smith and trained at a gym in Harlem, New York. When he was only fifteen he was already waiting for a chance to box professionally, and less than a year later he had his first contest, but he was under age: you’re not allowed to box under the age of sixteen. To get the fight Walker had to get the identity card of another boxer, who, luckily for him, didn’t turn up to the weigh-in. The other boxer was called Ray Robinson. The name stuck.


Robinson got into the ring, and one old-time reporter (there’s always an old-time reporter in America) was very impressed with this child boxer and said, ‘He’s as sweet as sugar.’ And that name stuck also; so from then on he was called Sugar Ray Robinson. He went in as Walker Smith and came out as Sugar Ray Robinson.


What followed was a 25-year career of 201 professional fights, including 21 world title bouts. In most lists of the world’s greatest fighters Robinson is up there in everyone’s top three, and most often their number 1 or 2. He had the best left hand in the fight game. He was welterweight champion, 1946–50, and middleweight champion until 1961. He had the dancing feet of Bo Jangles, the nerves of a fighter pilot, and the looks of a film star.


I had the pleasure of meeting Sugar Ray when his career was finished. I was in New York with some boxing people; we were in Jack Dempsey’s place (former heavyweight champion of the world) on Broadway. Sugar still looked like a film star when I saw him and was able to shake hands with him. (I wasn’t going to wash my hands for ages after shaking his hand. I shook his right hand, and he was famous for his left hand, so I thought, ‘What the hell. I’ll wash it!’) He didn’t really say a whole lot, just ‘Terrific to meet you,’ etc. He struck me as being very mannerly, like most Americans. There was no big ego with this gentle giant.


Robinson was a heroic figure: he was amazing, really. He was and still is the greatest pound-for-pound boxer of all time.


10. EDWIN MOSES


Edwin Moses is the ‘winningest’ (a very American word that I have never used before now) one-lap hurdler that athletics has ever seen. This American athlete was the greatest 400-metres hurdler in the sport’s history, holding on to his world record for donkeys’ years.


His style was rare, if not unique: a thirteen-stride pattern between hurdles. And his CV is all but unbelievable: in nine years, nine months and nine days he didn’t lose a race at all at 400-metres hurdles. An extraordinary achievement!


He won the Olympic Games in Montreal in 1976. Sadly, he never got to participate in the 1980 Moscow Olympics, because the United States decided to boycott it over the Soviet Union’s intervention in Afghanistan. (The irony of this can’t surely be lost on anybody in the light of the Americans then invading Afghanistan.)


Moses was back in form in Los Angeles in 1984, where he won gold again. Apart from his two gold medals and one bronze at these two Olympics he also came first during the world championships in Helsinki in 1983 and in Rome in 1987.


I became a close acquaintance of his during the shooting of the international television show ‘The Superstars’, which he competed in and for which I was the presenter for RTE. You could tell that he was taking part in all the events for fun. He was very helpful to me in the making of the programme, bending over backwards to assist me with the filming, which was a real measure of the man.


I will always remember this funny story about him. During the Olympics in Los Angeles in 1984 I was outside the gates of the Coliseum one day waiting for the traffic lights to change so as to cross the street, and right up beside me was Ed Moses.


As we stood at the traffic lights a car pulled up in front of us in which there were three or four Irishmen, who called out to me. I noticed that in the car was Bob Tisdall, who, fifty-two years before, won gold at the 400-metres hurdles in the same event and on the same track as the man beside me, Ed Moses!


There wouldn’t have been more than three yards between the car and where Ed Moses was standing; in that space were the only two men who had won the 400 metres in the same stadium. The Olympic Games were held on the same track, in the Coliseum in Los Angeles, in 1932 and 1984, which is the only time that ever happened, before or since.


It was one of those moments when you wish you had a camera—one of those pinch-yourself moments. In retrospect, I wish I had had the good sense to say to Ed Moses, ‘Here’s a special man I want you to meet,’ and stop the car. But it was just too awkward, because the lights changed quickly and the car had to move on. Neither of them knew the other was there, and yet there were only a few yards between them and this historic moment for a sports buff like me.


Today Ed Moses is a very strong anti-drugs campaigner. He is attached to the International Olympic Committee and he works as kind of a drug detective. Wherever he gets the chance to speak out he will do so.


That’s Edwin Moses—a different class.


11. MICHAEL JORDAN


The National Basketball Association itself proclaims Michael Jordan ‘the greatest basketball player of all time.’ While still a student, he won his first gold medal at the 1984 Olympics and then went on to play for the ‘Dream Team’ that won gold at Barcelona in 1992. That team oozed talent, such as Magic Johnson, Karl Malone (nicknamed the Mailman) and Larry Bird. It was a team of All-Stars, but Jordan was the brightest jewel in the cache, and was the only one to start all eight games at the ’92 Olympics.


In each element Jordan, an NBA winner on six occasions, was the best at dunking, passing, low passes—virtually everything that could be done on the court.


I met him briefly in New York at an All-Stars game and he reminded me of the occasion in 1992 in Barcelona when the United States were playing their first game against Angola. Laughing at the recollection, Jordan recounted how they were warming up on court, and all the Angolan players had cameras and they were all taking pictures of Jordan and Team USA. ‘I couldn’t believe it that some of the Angolan team were asking me for my autograph before the game!’ Jordan told me.


The American team signed the autographs, and I’m sure the Angolans say, ‘You would want to have been with us the day we met so-and-so.’


Jordan is the only player I’ve ever seen on the court receive a standing ovation from opposition fans. Now that is, in my book, a different class of player.


12. MICHAEL SCHUMACHER


I’ve been blessed to see so many spectacular drivers on the Formula One tracks. The names that immediately jump to mind are Alain Prost, Fernando Alonso, Juan Manuel Fangio, Nelson Piquet, Damon Hill, Lewis Hamilton, Ayrton Senna and Nigel Mansell. But the one that jumps to mind the most out of all these is Michael Schumacher.


The German prodigy’s record speaks for itself. He has won more than three hundred Formula One races, with 91 grand prix wins—making him the driver with the greatest number of grand prix victories in the sport’s history—and 68 pole positions. With seven world championships under his belt, it’s really hard to think of anybody who can hold a candle to this fantastic driver. Even the man second in the all-time list, Alain Prost, has only 51 grand prix victories, compared with Schumacher’s 91, with the third-placed Ayrton Senna chalking up only 41 wins, less than half the German’s total. That in itself speaks volumes about his record.


It’s nice to know that there is an Irish connection here. The first Formula One race Schumacher had was for the Irish maverick Eddie Jordan in 1991 at Spa-Francorchamps.


Like a lot of people who don’t like talking about their own sport when they are off the track or field, Schumacher loved talking about football. I talked football with him one time in Catalonia, at the Barcelona grand prix. He knew a lot about it. I got the impression from our chat that he really wanted to be a footballer, but he said he wasn’t good enough. He might not have been good enough to play along with the fellas that he was talking about, such as Gerd Müller, Franz Beckenbauer, etc., but I’d imagine he probably wasn’t half bad as a youngster. Still, football’s loss was certainly Formula One’s gain.


13. SEVE BALLESTEROS


Sadly, Seve Ballesteros died at the age of fifty-four back in 2011. He was one of the most charismatic golfers I ever had the pleasure of observing up close and personal—no doubt about that.


When he played in the Irish Open at Portmarnock I was determined to get an interview with him, but he had yet to learn English at that time, which was his very early days in the game, and spoke only his native Spanish. I got an interpreter whom I knew, and we got a room and sat down and talked away. He was very forthcoming, but it was a slow process. I asked him if he knew how much money he had made in the last year. I would say, ‘Oh, you won £17,500?’


‘No,’ he immediately replied in perfect English, ‘I won £19,000!’ So, the only parts of English that he spoke very well alluded to finance!


But he was a very nice man and very helpful. Like a lot of people you meet in these situations, we met again, and when we would bump into each other again he recognised me and said thank you for the interview, which tells me in many ways the sort of gentleman he was.
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