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This book is dedicated to all of my fans for their support in Las Vegas – unparalleled before or since – which made those times so special. Thank you.






About the Book


Ricky Hatton’s brilliance as a boxer, his down-to-earth demeanour and his live-wire sense of humour have made him a national treasure.


Five of Ricky’s biggest and most explosive fights took place in the boxing Mecca of Las Vegas. Tens of thousands of British fans followed him there to watch these monumental bouts, and to soak up the unique atmosphere in Sin City.


In Ricky’s Hatton’s Vegas Tales, he recalls the most memorable moments: from fight negotiations, through trash-talking transatlantic promotional tours, gruelling training camps, bizarre encounters with opponents, fans, A-list celebrities and boxing legends; all the way to fight-week mayhem and the epic post-fight benders that followed.


With contributions from family, friends and the journalists who know him best, tributes from Mexican boxing legends Oscar De La Hoya and Marco Antonio Barrera, plus the hilarious recollections of rock ’n’ roll superstar Noel Gallagher, this is an anecdote-driven romp through all the highs and lows of Ricky’s Vegas fights, and the madness that preceded and followed each bout.


What goes down in Vegas, stays in Vegas … until now!








About the Author


Richard ‘Ricky’ Hatton was born in 1978 and grew up in Hattersley, Greater Manchester. As a young amateur fighter he won several British titles and boxed at the World Junior Boxing Championship in Cuba, before turning pro in 1997. He went on to be champion of the world four times at light-welterweight and welterweight, was awarded an MBE for services to sport in 2007 and is widely seen as one of Britain’s greatest ever boxers. He lives in Gee Cross with his girlfriend Jennifer and has three children, Campbell, Millie and Fearne.
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FOREWORD 


Ricky Hatton was one of the rare fighters who wasn’t just a world champion and a boxing superstar, but someone who was just like the fans who paid to see him fight. It wouldn’t be out of the ordinary to see Ricky hanging out with his supporters after one of his big fights in Las Vegas, making sure there was no separation between him and the people.


That attitude came from his upbringing in Manchester, and fame never changed him. That’s why he was one of the most popular boxers of his era. Of course he was a world-class fighter who beat some of the best in the game and also fought the likes of Floyd Mayweather and Manny Pacquiao, but the reason he was so popular was because he wasn’t ‘The Hitman’ to his fans; he was just Ricky, and watching him fight was like watching one of your friends in the ring.


As the fans always sang during his fights, ‘There’s only one Ricky Hatton’.


Oscar De La Hoya Ten-time world boxing champion in six weight
 divisions and founder of Golden Boy Promotions
  January 2015











INTRODUCTION 


Me, in Las Vegas – what could possibly go wrong?


Well, quite a lot as it happens, but I also had the time of my life when I fought there five times between 2007 and 2009.


In this book, I relive my most memorable moments: from fight negotiations, through trash-talking transatlantic promotional tours, gruelling training camps, bizarre encounters with opponents, fans, A-list celebrities and boxing legends; all the way to fight-week mayhem and the epic post-fight benders that followed.


I’ve also asked family, friends, journalists and some of the new friends I made in the UK and America during my Vegas journey to give their side of the stories.


Along the way, you’ll discover the answers to many of the big questions you might have about my Vegas years … and to quite a few more that have probably never crossed your mind.


For example, how did comedian John Bishop help me prepare to fight Floyd Mayweather Jr.?


Why did I get pushed into the Playboy Club in a wheelchair to meet Noel Gallagher?


How did I manage to beat Manny Pacquiao (at darts)?


Why did I blank Brad Pitt?


What caused Team Hatton to have a massive row about biscuits in a Vegas park at 6am?


And how the fuck did a fat little bloke from the Hattersley estate end up topping the bill at the MGM Grand, supported by tens of thousands of travelling Brits?


Yes, it’s all here – the good, the bad and the Pretty Boy Floyd. So sit back – and I hope you enjoy the surreal, crazy ride as much as I did.


Ricky Hatton 


January 2015







SECTION I



BREAKING AMERICA 


DOUGHNUTS AND PRAYERS IN THE BIG APPLE


Boxing fans remember my fights in Boston and Las Vegas at the back end of my career as the time when I tried to ‘break America’. They might not realise that I actually broke America many years before, in only my second pro fight … it’s just that America didn’t really notice.


By the time I turned pro, I was quite a student of the game. I’d watched tapes of a lot of the old fights at Madison Square Garden, once the Mecca of boxing in the United States. When my promoter Frank Warren told me I was going to be fighting there on the undercard of the Naseem Hamed–Kevin Kelley show in December 1997, it was a jaw-dropper.


The only downer is that my trainer Billy Graham can’t come with me. As with a lot of the big shows in America featuring British fighters, there’s also a show in Britain the same night to be screened live on Sky before they switch to the action in New York. On this occasion, it’s at Millwall FC’s stadium, and one of the top boys in Billy’s gym at the time, Ensley Bingham, is fighting Nicky Thurbin for the British light middleweight title, and, of course, Billy has to be there.


So I have to go off to New York on my own the week before the fight.


Once I get out there, I get to know another young British prospect, the Brixton heavyweight Danny Williams, a born-again Christian, who’s also on the bill. We’re in the same boat because Danny’s trainer, Jim McDonnell, is also working a corner back home at the Millwall show. I get to know Danny over the week and he’s an absolutely lovely fella.


We train at a good gym near the hotel, and I’m excited to see Iran Barkley there who was involved in wars with two of my childhood heroes, Nigel Benn and Roberto Duran, back in the day.


My opponent is a local Brooklyn fighter called Robert Alvarez, and if you saw us at the weigh-in, you’d have thought it was man against boy. There’s me; milky white skin, no tattoos, hardly a hair on my bollocks let alone my chest, and a choirboy basin haircut. Then there’s Alvarez, seven years older, hairy-chested as Tom Selleck and covered in tattoos. When Alvarez strips off to get on the scales, I say to Danny: ‘I don’t know whether to fight him or fucking read him.’


It also turns out he’s a welterweight – either that or he’s missed the light-welterweight limit by a mile.


I phone Billy up and said: ‘This guy’s half a stone heavier than me.’


‘You’re fucking joking.’


‘What am I going to do?’


‘Well, you’re out there now, you’ll just have to get on with it.’


Cheers, Bill.


For the fight to go ahead, though, the weights need to be evened up a bit, so the officials tell Alvarez to go for a run to shed a couple of pounds. I get the better end of the deal – I’m told to go eat a few doughnuts. Lovely.


He might be older, bigger and scarier-looking than me, but Alvarez has lost two of his first four fights. I’m already used to sparring with older and high-quality fighters in my gym back home like Ensley, Paul Burke, Andy Holligan and Jawaid ‘Too Sleek’ Khaliq (great nickname), and doing well against them so I’m not bothered.


In Billy’s absence, I have Ernie Fossey, God rest his soul, Frank Warren’s matchmaker at the time, in my corner. It’s only a four rounder, but I win every round on two of the judges’ cards and lose just one on the other.


I’m way down the bill, of course, so the arena is half-empty, but George Foreman who’s commentating on the evening’s fights for HBO, is impressed. He tells Frank Warren and a couple of people at Sky afterwards that he thinks I have the ability to go all the way.


After my win, I get to sit ringside for the Hamed–Kelley fight among all the A-list Hollywood celebrities. The fight turns out to be the featherweight division’s answer to Hagler–Hearns, with six knockdowns before Naz stops him in the fourth round. The atmosphere is amazing.


I’m still buzzing afterwards and fancy going out to see a bit of New York, so I ask Danny, who has also won his fight, if he wants to join me for a beer to celebrate.


‘No thanks, Ricky. I’m feeling really tired. I’m just going to go to McDonalds, back to the hotel, say my prayers to thank the Lord for getting me through the fight okay, and go to bed.’


‘Alright, Danny. No problem, mate. See you tomorrow.’


So Danny heads off. A few minutes later, I’m standing outside Madison Square Garden on my tod, kitbag over my shoulder, thinking: what am I going to do now?


Just then I hear a Scouse voice from over the road: ‘Alright, Ricky lad. What you up to?’ Two fellas come over.


‘Well, just thinking about going for a pint, but Danny’s going to bed …’


‘Come out on the piss with us, la.’


So I drop my gear off back at the hotel, get changed and off we go.


We had more than a few scoops that night and I certainly enjoyed my first taste of a big fight night in America and big night out afterwards. Little did I know then that a decade later I’d be topping the bill on big shows in Vegas, and instead of looking round for someone to go for a beer with, there would be thousands of people around all up for a party.


LAS VEGAS – MY KIND OF TOWN


It was exciting to fight in Madison Square Garden, but by the time I was getting into my teens, Las Vegas had taken over from New York as the capital city of boxing in the USA and was hosting the biggest fights. Seeing Nigel Benn go over there in 1990 and smash Iran Barkley to bits (see Ricky’s top ten Vegas tear-ups, here) was the one that really fired my ambition to become a pro boxer myself. Watching the TV coverage of the fight, all the excitement surrounding it, seeing the neon lights of the Strip, Vegas just seemed like the place to be. Then I started watching video tapes (younger readers – videos are what we used to watch before YouTube …) of the massive Vegas fights of the past. Their boxing events just looked bigger and brighter than anywhere else in the world and that stuck with me. As soon as I won the world title, I wanted to fight there.


Steve Wynn, the billionaire who developed a lot of the major hotels on the Strip, got it right when he said that Las Vegas lets you ‘dream with your eyes open’. It’s a surreal place and I’ve learnt some almost unbelievable but true stories about its history.


Looking at the place it is now, it’s amazing to think that a hundred years ago, the only people who lived in Vegas was a tribe of native Indians who’d been in the area for centuries and about thirty other settlers.


Vegas is less than 150 miles from Death Valley, one of the hottest places on earth, and the only reason anyone stopped there in the first place is because it has a couple of freshwater springs. A few New Mexican traders stumbled across this little oasis in the desert in 1829 and named it Las Vegas, Spanish for ‘the meadows’.


Things changed in 1902 when a very rich and corrupt businessman from Montana called William Clark visited the area for the first time. He’d made his fortune in copper and spent over $300,000 in bribes to get himself elected as a senator. Now he was building a railroad from Los Angeles to Salt Lake City going through Las Vegas. There was hardly anything there then, so Clark set up a company to develop the town. By the time the railroad was completed in 1905, Vegas was well and truly on the map.


Apart from water, though, Vegas had nothing else to offer in the way of resources, so they had to find other ways to bring in people and money. Once the railroad boom was over, in the Twenties, Vegas only survived because people went there for the booze, gambling and prostitution, to which the authorities turned a blind eye. The state of Nevada had always had a bit of an anything-goes attitude and that included prizefighting – at one time it was the only state in America that allowed it.


Las Vegas might easily have become a ghost town, though, if it hadn’t been for the US government building the ‘Boulder Dam’ (the name was later changed to Hoover Dam’) nearby. Thousands of jobs were created, millions of dollars were pumped into the area by the government and it was the turning point for Vegas.


At the time ‘games of chance’ were illegal everywhere else in the States, but as usual Nevada lawmakers were up for anything that would turn a dollar and dished out gambling licences freely. Within a few years, penny slot machines could be found in all the grocery stores and petrol stations around Vegas and casinos sprung up everywhere. This brought in hardcore gamblers from other states and tourists who fancied a flutter on their way to see the Boulder Dam, which was being hyped up as ‘the eighth wonder of the world’. Las Vegas was promoted as ‘The Gateway to Boulder Dam’ and the town’s reputation as a scandalous destination was sold as a chance for Americans ‘to experience the Old West’.


People started drifting in from Los Angeles, including LAPD vice squad commander Captain Guy McAfee. Weirdly, for a policeman in charge of the vice squad, McAfee was married to a Hollywood madam – he obviously wanted to investigate the sex industry very, very closely. He also owned a few underground gambling dens in LA. By the time the corrupt Captain and his associates came to Vegas, they were experts in running casinos – and they took over most of the local gambling businesses.


The start of the Strip as it is today was the opening of the El Rancho hotel in 1941, three miles south of the centre of Vegas on Highway 91. The hotel for the first time put the casino in the middle of a luxury resort. Even though there were hardly any properties there at the time, Captain McAfee started calling it ‘the Strip’ hoping that one day it might be Vegas’s answer to Sunset Strip in Hollywood.


The Captain might have been wrong ’un, but he was Mother Theresa compared to the next big mover and shaker in Vegas history – Benjamin ‘Bugsy’ Siegel. Siegel was a mobster from New York and wasn’t someone you wanted to get on the wrong side of. When he wasn’t personally carrying out gangland executions, he worked with Syndicate boss Meyer Lansky to manage dodgy businesses in cities across America. Bootlegging, protection rackets, gambling, prostitution, drugs – the Syndicate were into it all.


Vegas was easy meat for the mob and Bugsy lead the way, investing Syndicate money in various casinos and buying the downtown El Cortez hotel outright. It was a perfect arrangement – the old owner of the hotel would act as front man, while cash skimmed off the top was shared out to mob investors.


The look of hotel-casinos up until then had had an old Western theme, but Bugsy told the press he was going to build ‘the goddam biggest, fanciest gaming casino and hotel you bastards ever seen in your lives’.


No expense was spared as Siegel tried to impress those ‘bastards’ by constructing his dream hotel. He named it the Flamingo. It ended up costing around $6 million to build (including bribes), over three times what the Syndicate members expected – and they weren’t happy. A lot of rooms still weren’t finished when the hotel opened for business in December 1946 and it had to close down again a fortnight later having lost $300,000, meaning Siegel had to go cap in hand to the Syndicate again.


The Flamingo reopened three months later and was making a profit within one month, but Siegel knew he was in trouble. Apart from his mate Lansky, a lot of the top boys in the Syndicate reckoned Siegel had been skimming off some of the money that they’d stuck into the project.


Siegel had the locks changed on the door of his suite at the hotel every week, but in June while sitting in the living room at his girlfriend’s house in Beverly Hills, nine shots were fired through the window. Bugsy’s right eye was found on the other side of the room from his dead body. Before his body was even cold, another mobster called Gus Greenbaum had taken charge of the Flamingo for the Syndicate.


Bugsy was dead but mob rule of Vegas casinos would continue for years to come and the Flamingo was the start of a new look for Vegas. Stuffed buffalo heads and wagon wheels on the walls were out, and the dazzling neon lights we see today were in.


The Strip was getting busier and busier and its first high-rise hotel, the Riviera, opened in 1955. It wasn’t just the serious gamblers and high-rollers coming to Vegas now either, average Joes came too attracted by luxury hotels at a fairly cheap price – the hotels knew the more people they got in, the better. Even if they only bet a few dollars at a time in the slots, it all added up. All the big-name entertainers started to pile into Vegas too – the likes of Frank Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Sammy Davis Jr. and Liberace were being paid up to $50,000 per week even back then in the Fifties.


With money to be made there, it was only a matter of time before boxing joined the party.


Television had really kick-started interest in the sport in the USA – a Willie Pep featherweight title fight in 1944 was actually the first-ever sporting event to be available to watch across America. NBC’s Friday-night fights from Madison Square Garden on The Gillette Cavalcade of Sports show became massively popular over the next few years. By the late Fifties, boxing in New York and on TV was in decline, though. The quality of fights shown wasn’t up to scratch, fights were being fixed by gangsters and viewers were switching off until NBC scrapped the Gillette show in 1960.


Boxing needed a new Mecca and found it in the middle of the desert. The timing was good because the Las Vegas Convention Center had been built and opened in 1959. It was an excellent venue for boxing – eight thousand seats, close to the hotels so their guests could get there and back easily, and with good facilities for TV broadcasts. The game-changer was the first heavyweight title fight to be held in Vegas in July 1963, when Sonny Liston knocked Floyd Patterson down three times and won in the first round.


Hotels were falling over themselves to sponsor title bouts because they could see the amount of extra people – big gamblers and mug punters – which big fights brought to town. With so much money to be made, soon the hotel bosses were thinking, ‘Why not stage the fight ourselves?’ The president of Caesars Palace, Cliff Perlman, was the guy who really went for it, though. He started off staging fights in the mid-Seventies in the Caesars’ indoor tennis arena which could fit 5,000 people, but when Muhammad Ali took on Larry Holmes in 1980, Perlman had a 24,000 temporary arena built in the car park to meet the huge demand for tickets. It proved to be a sad night for boxing, because Ali was a shadow of his great self and took a beating from his old sparring partner, but the event generated massive profits. Money from the fight itself was just the cherry on top; the big bucks were made from the gamblers who packed the casinos in fight week. The million dollars it cost to build the arena and then take it down again was a drop in the ocean and Caesars Palace went on to host the biggest boxing events of the next two decades, ones that I watched growing up and still remember well.


By the time I was in a position to fulfil my dream of fighting there myself, Vegas was the undisputed boxing capital of the world, but things had changed. Caesars Palace wasn’t really in the boxing game anymore. One man who worked at Caesars thought I could change that, though, and we did with the help of a promoter from Sheffield.


HOBSON AND SHARPE


Hobson and Sharpe sounds like a TV detective series, but actually they were two of the key people who eventually got me fighting in Vegas – Dennis Hobson and Joe Sharpe.


After my epic win over the great Kostya Tszyu in 2005, I split from my long-time promoter Frank Warren. Frank had done a brilliant job for me throughout my pro career and I really liked him, but sadly our business partnership didn’t end well. I’d accepted the purse he’d offered to face Kostya Tszyu because I knew he’d had to pay Kostya to come over to fight in my backyard, but I believed that if I won, I would make the money on my next fights. I did win, and the fight had brilliant viewing figures, but Frank’s next offer didn’t match my expectations based on our previous conversations.


I don’t regret leaving Frank because I think he could have paid me a lot more than he was offering. If he had done, I would have loved to stay with him until he retired. But other promoters put a lot more money on the table. Golden Boy and Main Events in the States made offers, but the Sheffield-based promoter Dennis Hobson offered the most and I decided to go with him.


At the time, Dennis was already looking after the likes of Carl Thompson, David Haye and Clinton Woods, and adding me to his stable of fighters made him as big as any promoter in Britain at the time.


For a while, everybody had been asking, ‘Ricky, when are you going to fight in America?’ and after a tough fight against Carlos Maussa in Sheffield – my first fight promoted by Dennis – I was scheduled to have my first top-of-the-bill fight Stateside against Juan Lazcano in May 2006.


The Lazcano fight was the chance for me to really make my mark over there. A few of my previous bouts had been aired in America by Showtime, including the Kostya Tszyu battle, and I was already ranked as the world’s number one light-welterweight by The Ring magazine in the States, so fight fans there knew about me. Lazcano was the first bout in my new three-fight deal with the giant HBO network, though, giving me greater exposure Stateside than ever before and hopefully moving me towards megafights – at the time, Shane Mosley and Oscar De La Hoya were touted as possible opponents.


Then, with just nine weeks to fight night, Lazcano pulled out. I didn’t want to lose the exposure on HBO, so we had to find another opponent quick – easier said than done. HBO have an approved list of opponents and there were only two others on there: Vivian Harris, former WBA light-welterweight champion, or Luis Collazo, who had the WBA welterweight belt. Dennis wanted me to fight Vivian Harris at my own weight, but he didn’t hold a world title, and I wanted to win more world titles so I insisted on Collazo.


Moving up a weight and going straight into a world title fight was not my brightest idea – most boxers take a couple of warm-up fights to adjust to a new division – and Collazo proved to be a very tough opponent. I struggled to adjust to his southpaw style which I hadn’t faced for a while, and to carrying the extra seven pounds. I only just got through a gruelling fight. Although the points win meant I’d become a two-weight world champion, it was far from a convincing performance (apart from convincing me I should move straight back down to light welter again).


Staging the fight in Boston wasn’t the best either. That’s no disrespect to the Boston people who were very hospitable, and the 6,000 crowd, with plenty of Brits among them, created a good atmosphere. But I was used to filling bigger arenas back home and it wasn’t quite how I’d imagined it when, growing up, I’d watched those big fights in America.



Dennis Hobson: 


The Boston fight wasn’t the most successful promotion because it was last minute. It didn’t sell as well. It wasn’t a fight I wanted to do. And Don King also represented the German welterweight Oktay Urkal who was the mandatory challenger for Collazo’s title, so at the last minute he demanded $100,000 step-aside money for Urkal which we had to cough up. 


Urkal himself then asked me for another $50,000 training expenses because he said he went into training camp thinking Ricky would fight him. I said to him, ‘No way – you earn more money for not fighting than fighting!’ When I bumped into Urkal at an IBF convention a couple of years ago, he asked me again! 


On the plus side, I did manage to stitch up Dennis at one of the pre-fight press conferences in Boston.


Dennis will tell you he’s not the most natural at speaking at press conferences, and at this one he has to do a speech alongside Don King of all people. When we sit down in front of all the media, I can see he’s a bit nervous and that he’s made some notes which he puts on the table in front of us. To add to the pressure, he’s being filmed for a documentary so he’s all mic’d up for that.


Just before we get started, he gets called away from his seat for a minute. While he’s gone, I grab his notes and sit on them.


When he gets back, I can see him looking around for them, a look of panic spreading across his face.


‘Ricky, where’s my notes?’


‘What notes?’


‘Come on, stop fucking about.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Den.’


‘Come on you little bastard, tell me where my fucking notes are.’


‘Den, I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.’


He’s completely forgotten he’s got a microphone on, so all of this is coming across loud and clear for the documentary crew filming at the side of the room.


I’m not giving an inch, and all the press guys are waiting so Dennis has to get up and start even though his brain’s in a jam jar:


‘Er, Ladies and gentlemen, um, er, thank you for your attendance today …’


I can’t let him suffer anymore. ‘Looking for these, Den?’ I say, waving his notes about.


He shoots me a look, mutters ‘you little bastard’ under his breath, takes the notes, says, ‘Thank you, Ricky …’ to the audience and cracks on.


That’s the kind of relationship we had. We got on because neither of us took ourselves too seriously.


Next up, I wanted to fight Juan Urango. I’d had to vacate my IBF light-welterweight title to move up and fight Collazo, Urango had won it in the meantime, and I wanted my belt back. But it wasn’t as simple as that with HBO involved.



Dennis Hobson: 


His dad Ray rings me and says: ‘Rick wants to fight Urango next.’ 


‘He can’t, he’s got to fight the mandatory. That’s the one HBO want next.’ 


‘But he wants to fight Urango and get his old belt back.’ 


‘Okay, well, I’ll see what I can do …’


So I get in touch with Leon Margulies, Urango’s promoter, and I tie him down to a deal. They’re up for it because they were always going to earn more money fighting Rick than they were going to get fighting anyone else. But when I speak to Kerry Davis, one of the main boxing guys at HBO, he says: ‘Dennis, you’ve been in touch with Urango, but Golden Boy have put a deal together for Urango to fight Juan Lazcano.’ 


‘That’s going to cause me a problem because Ricky wants to fight him.’ 


‘Golden Boy are saying they’ve got a contract with him.’ 


‘Well, they haven’t because I’ve done the deal.’ 


‘But we’re not going to take that [Ricky vs. Urango] fight. It’s not something we want Ricky Hatton involved in.’ 


So I come up with a plan – create a semi-final for a final. I’d been to Vegas with Ricky for the third Castillo–Corrales fight which never happened because José Luis Castillo didn’t make the weight, so I ring up Castillo’s promoter, Bob Arum. 


‘What about this, Bob,’ I said. ‘Would José-Luis Castillo want to fight Ricky Hatton?’ 


‘Oh fuck, yes, of course he would,’ he replies. 


‘Right, you’ve got to help us. We’ve got to create a mini-tournament, a semi-final and a final. You ring HBO and get Castillo on the bill – winners of Ricky’s and Castillo’s bouts fight each other.’ 


Bob spoke to HBO and they were happy with that, and that’s how Ricky got the Urango fight he wanted in the end. 


Then it was a matter of finding a venue in the States, and this is where Joe Sharpe came in. Joe is now ‘Vice President of Player Development’ at the Cosmopolitan hotel in Vegas where he’s in charge of hospitality for their highest-rollers, but at that time he worked in a similar role at Caesars Palace. I’d met Joe at a fight in Vegas. He knew all about me, that my fights drew big crowds in Britain, and he told me that I would be a superstar in Vegas.



Joe Sharpe: 


I was absolutely confident that Ricky’s success would carry over here because of his demeanour. Bear in mind that with my job I meet easily four hundred people per month – a lot of celebrities, athletes, high-profile people – but Ricky stood out because of his alacrity and eagerness to reciprocate with fans. Also, his style of fighting really complemented the West Coast and Mexican fighters in his division. I could see there were so many fights to be made for him over here. He’d been selling out arenas in the UK and if we could sell just ten per cent of those numbers to British fans, I was sure we’d get the numbers we needed. 


Joe had given me his business card and I introduced him to Dennis. Joe also got straight on the phone to HBO and discovered they had a date locked up, January 20th, to broadcast a fight, but didn’t have a fight to show yet. It was a weird date between New Year and Super Bowl weekend and Joe liked the opportunity to attract a lot of punters to Vegas – and particularly to Caesars Palace – who would otherwise not have come at that time of year.


Dennis flew out to Vegas to meet Joe and the American promoter Art Pelullo. Art was working with another possible future opponent for me at the time, Acelino Freitas, and the idea was that he’d be our man on the ground over there.


To start with, it seemed like I might end up fighting elsewhere in America though, so Dennis, me, my agent Paul Speak and my mate Simon Hodgkinson go on a trip, criss-crossing the States to look at possible venues.


We go to see Foxwoods Casino in Connecticut. Art has said that they are willing to pay a very big site fee, enough to cover the promotion, but that never happens. If it had, Dennis would have been up for having one fight there, but I wasn’t keen. The venue itself is great, but there’s the casino and not a lot else. The Boston fight gave us an idea of the size of my fanbase who’d want to come over to watch the fight, and we think five or six thousand Brits might get a bit bored in Connecticut. If they are going to take days off work and spend their hard-earned cash coming over to support me, I want my fans to have a laugh and plenty to do as well as see the fight.


We also go to Atlanta where they have the Philips Arena, Art has said they are also keen to sponsor the fight. We’re picked up at the airport by Ebo ‘The X-treme Machine’ Elder, a lightweight boxer from Georgia, and his father Greg – also his manager – and they take us out for dinner.


Greg has had an amazing life. He tells us that he was a ‘tunnel rat’, a member of a special US combat unit sent into the tunnels under the Vietnam jungle to go into man-on-man combat with Viet Cong soldiers. The tunnel rats were basically a suicide squad so it’s a miracle he survived. Perhaps because of all the horrors he’s seen, Greg is a born-again Christian and Ebo is also a believer. They have us all holding hands and saying a prayer before we eat.


The next day, Waymon Harley, president of the Atlanta Boxing Association, shows us around the venue – which is fantastic – and then offers to show us a bit of the local nightlife. Thanks very much, sounds nice.


Ebo comes with us but says he won’t come into any bars with us because it’s against his religious beliefs. We go on a little bar crawl, with Ebo waiting for us patiently outside each bar, and end up being taken to this dodgy-looking club. At the entrance, we get frisked with a metal detector to see whether we’re carrying weapons. It’s very dark and dingy inside, with blokes wearing bandanas playing pool and girls pole-dancing. We are the only white people in there and everyone is staring at us as we walk past to the ‘VIP area’, a shed with a couple of café tables and plastic chairs.


I’m looking around at Speaky and Simon who are clearly thinking the same as me: what the fuck are we doing here?


‘What shall we do?’ I say.


‘I know,’ says Dennis. ‘Let’s get a bottle of vodka and get pissed up!’


I don’t need telling twice. We end up having a good laugh mixing with the other punters in the club – I seem to remember Dennis and Simon judging a competition to be a ringcard girl among the pole dancers. When Speaky goes outside to check on Ebo, he finds him sitting happily with a load of blokes cooking burgers over an old 50-gallon oil drum, having a barbecue. It was one of those nights.


A deal with Atlanta never materialised, though, and Joe was getting more and more determined to bring the fight to a Caesars Palace-owned hotel in Vegas. He said to me: ‘Look, Ricky, if you’re doing those numbers over there there’s no reason why we can’t do something similar over here.’ I think that if the worst came to the worst, he felt he could always offload any unsold tickets to their high-rollers.


The problem was things had changed a lot in the management at Caesars since their heyday when they hosted the biggest fights in Vegas. The guys who grew up in the boxing business in Vegas mostly started at Caesars, but had ended up working at the MGM Grand. The MGM took over as the major boxing venue in the city when they built the MGM Grand Arena specifically for the purpose of hosting boxing and other major events. The same company also owned Mandalay Bay where they built another great arena for boxing.


The new executives at Caesars weren’t into boxing so when Joe approached them with the idea of hosting a Ricky Hatton fight, they didn’t even know who I was. He was telling them how popular I was in the UK, but they didn’t have a clue. Luckily, Joe kept at it and managed to persuade them.



Joe Sharpe: 


In the Seventies and Eighties, boxing and Las Vegas went hand in hand. And they fitted perfectly, because boxing gave Las Vegas great exposure and allowed the city to gain a lot of momentum. We didn’t have a local sport before and boxing became our local sport. People from all over the country came to watch the likes of Roberto Duran, Sugar Leonard, Hector Camacho, Larry Holmes and Gerry Cooney. 


I grew up watching the huge fights at Caesars and was telling the executives in the brand management department that staging a Ricky Hatton fight was a really great opportunity. I eventually persuaded them to do the fight and begged and pleaded with them to take a vested interest in Ricky. They didn’t know anything about boxing and they didn’t know who Ricky was, so instead they said they’d ‘four-wall the deal,’ which means they would give up the space to stage the fight at the Paris Las Vegas hotel – which Caesars also owned – and hope to make a return. In six weeks we sold out 5,400 seats in the Paris ballroom. No problem at all. 


I organised a meet-and-greet out there for Ricky with some of the boxers and other athletes. Winky Wright and Shane Mosley attended and some top American Football players. They all wanted to be there because they had heard about Ricky or seen his fights. Ricky entertained everybody. He had time for everyone and he was witty. It was like nothing you’d ever seen, because a lot of fighters have no personality. They are intimidated by the fact that they have to fight somebody and prove themselves. Ricky didn’t have to prove anything; he had the personality. 


He reminded me a bit of Hector Camacho – who was very charismatic – except Camacho had a little cockiness to him, which Ricky hasn’t.’ 



Dennis Hobson: 


Ricky was a promoter’s dream – he was promoting me to everyone we met in Vegas – ‘This is Dennis Hobson, he’s done this, he’s done that …’ 


Once the fight was made, we held a press conference back home at the Manchester 235 casino. It was around the time the James Bond film Casino Royale came out, so I got hold of the film poster picture, took off Daniel Craig’s head and put Ricky’s head on it. Then I borrowed an Aston Martin off a mate of mine, got Ricky to dress up in his tux, so he came driving round the corner to get out in front of the waiting photographers, then as he came out for the press conference, we had the Casino Royale theme tune playing. The name’s Hatton, Ricky Hatton …


That’s how my Vegas adventure began. Six thousand of my fans came across the Atlantic to support me – they had to put more seats out at the Paris to meet British demand – and those who couldn’t get a ticket watched the fight on closed-circuit TV. They’d never had more people in and around the hotel at that time of January and my fans were so thirsty, the Paris ran out of beer.



Joe Sharpe: 


The Paris executives couldn’t believe it. Who was this superstar? Where had he been hiding all this time? And the British media exposure for the hotel was fantastic – I counted over 150 articles published between the time the fight was announced and the time Ricky came over. 


The president of the Paris had no clue who Ricky was beforehand, and even though she had a lot of experience, she didn’t know how to monetise his popularity because this was something new for Vegas. 


Ricky had a team around him who knew how to get his fans here together – ticket, room and access to the after-fight party that Ricky was going to throw. But Caesars didn’t realise the value of what they had and didn’t have the business acumen to work with Ricky and build something in association with our brand. 


Ricky came out to Vegas again after the Urango fight to see the Mayweather–De La Hoya fight and by then, people were really loving him. He was getting a lot of attention that Floyd had never gotten in Las Vegas. He was in Floyd’s backyard and after one fight there garnering way more attention than Floyd had ever gotten. 


My performance against Urango wasn’t my best, but the people of Las Vegas had seen the party atmosphere my fans brought to the town. It wasn’t just a fight, it was an event and they couldn’t wait for the next one. And because my second Vegas fight against José Luis Castillo was in summer, the Brits came out in even greater numbers – about 10,000 of them.


The original date we were given for the fight was in early June, but the England football team were playing a European Championship qualifier against Estonia at the same time, and a few of them wanted to come out and watch, including Wayne Rooney who I’d asked to carry my belt (see Wayne Rooney, Celine Dion and Me, here). Dennis made up some excuse why we couldn’t do that date – from his point of view as a promoter, he knew that the fight would get loads more back-page headlines with the star footballers coming to watch – and it was agreed to push the fight date back to 23 June.


Dennis wasn’t satisfied with just bringing the England players over, he forked out ten grand to fly the team’s official supporters band over too to join in the fun. The band, like Dennis, are from Sheffield and are pals of his. The comedian/entertainer Bernie Clifton plays trombone for them and Den had him in a Union Jack suit marching up and down the Strip ‘riding’ Oswald the Ostrich as they played.



Dennis Hobson: 


The week of the fight, I was sitting by one of the swimming pools at Caesars Palace and they call me up: ‘Dennis, we’ve been barred from every casino on the Strip, what do you want us to do now?’ 


‘Go round again.’ 


A bit later I can hear them coming over one of the bridges nearby and I get another call. 


‘Dennis, we’ve done that, what next?’ 


‘Let me have a look at you – I’m at Caesars Palace by the swimming pools.’ 


Ten minutes later, they appear, marching round the pools with a conga of Ricky’s fans forming behind them: ‘De-de-derrr, de-de-de-de, De-de-derr, de-de-de-de … walking along, singing a song, walking in a Hatton wonderland.’ 


A security guy comes up to them: ‘Excuse me, sirs. This is the state of Nevada, you have to have a licence to entertain in the state of Nevada – can you tell me who gave you authorisation to perform in Caesars Palace?’ 


‘Dennis Hobson’s told us we can do it.’ 


We didn’t have a licence, but we didn’t care. 


Before the show, they were waiting for me by the elevator and we did a conga around the blackjack tables before we went off to the fight. 


This time the fight was staged at the Thomas and Mack Center, but co-hosted by Caesars and the new Wynn Las Vegas hotel owned by Steve Wynn. Wynn is a billionaire and you don’t make all that money without being super-smart, and he totally out-smarted Caesars. He’d seen what had happened at the Urango fight, and he realised that being associated with a Ricky Hatton fight would bring publicity and punters to his new hotel, which hosted my after-fight party.



Joe Sharpe: 


Steve Wynn had just opened up the Wynn hotel and the first fight he did was Hatton–Castillo. He knew the value of what Ricky can do. He rolled out the red carpet, showed films of all Ricky’s fights on big screens for the high-rollers and got them pumped up to go see the Castillo fight. 


Wynn has no problem spending money and Caesars Entertainment didn’t know what they were doing, they just thought they were getting a discount not paying for the whole thing. They didn’t see the bigger picture at all. It’s not just me saying this; it’s obvious. 


When Wynn rolled out the red carpet, he knew the exposure his new hotel was going to get and took all the high-rollers from Caesars and took their database. He was taking business away from Caesars, easy. 


Even after the second fight, the Caesars execs still didn’t realise the value of what they had. I was thinking we could milk this for the next five years, because Ricky was that kind of superstar and there were so many great fights out there for him. We had an option for another fight but Caesars just didn’t move quick enough. I was tearing my hair out. 


Even though Caesars didn’t continue to host my fights, I’ve kept in touch with Joe ever since. Every time I’m out in Vegas, I’ll look him up and he’s organised some incredible nights out for me, my friends and family over the years. I’ll always be grateful to Joe for his help in achieving my dream of fighting in Vegas.


The same goes for Dennis. As Frank Warren had done building my career in England, Dennis did a great job in establishing me in America. He made sure I was paid well and he looked after my interests. He was also a right good laugh to be around. Dennis was the type who’d be in the Galleria bar at Caesars Palace in fight week having a drink and singing with my fans and you don’t see many promoters do that.


We used to have play-fights, and one time we were in the back of a limo having a scrap. I got hold of one his shoes and chucked it out of the window onto the freeway. Den had to hobble to his next meeting at a casino wearing one shoe, while Speaky went back out in the car to try and find the other one.


Another time in the build-up to the Urango fight, I finished my training session at the Top Rank gym, and Den got in the ring and did three rounds with one of his staff, ‘Spud’. Spud used to be in the army and he’d been calling Den out for weeks, so they had a little spar (for the record, Den got the better of it).


When I was out shopping in Vegas before that fight, I saw a life-size mannequin of a butler, with a tea-towel over his arm and a serving plate, which I quite fancied for my house. But when I asked how much it was, I was told ten or fifteen thousand dollars, so I thought, I’m not paying that.


When we had the first press conference of fight week, though, I’m sitting there and they bring out the butler and present it to me. Den had been told that I liked it and had gone to the shop, got a discount and bought it for me as gift.


I know Dennis was very upset when I went with Golden Boy to promote my third Vegas fight with Floyd Mayweather. It was not how I would have wanted it to end, but we had a lot of fun along the way and I still value his friendship.



Dennis Hobson: 


They were great times and it was just a shame they were cut short. In my view, I helped to get him in position to fight Floyd Mayweather – Rick did the fighting, I did the manoeuvring. So many other people want to take the credit for that, but I think that I did a fantastic job for him after he left Frank Warren. Sky wanted him to go with Barry Hearn, but he went with me. I’d done all the hard work in America and I deserved to be involved. 


I’ve never had a wrong word with Ricky himself, though. For me as a promoter, you don’t usually get the bond I had with Ricky. We were more like pals. I always tried to go that extra mile for Ricky, because we had such fun. 


In my office now I’ve still got the Urango and Collazo posters up on the wall and the ponchos we made for Rick and Castillo. Even though we didn’t talk for a while because of what happened, I never took them down from my wall. I could have got bitter about it, but life’s too short. I’m proud of being part of that time in his career. 


We had very special times together. Money comes and goes, but those memories are priceless and will remain with me forever. 







SECTION II



VEGAS, HERE WE COME … 


FROM FATTON TO FIT’UN


If I could turn the clock back, the one thing I would change in my boxing career would be to look after myself a bit better between fights. There’s no doubt that blowing up like I did shortened my career. However, I think it was also one of the reasons the Americans took to me during my Vegas years. They were fascinated by the idea of this Guinness-drinking, sausage-eating English bloke who fights against the best in the world in between binges. They were like, ‘This can’t be right. Who is this guy?’ It added to my everyman appeal. They could see I wasn’t a red-carpet merchant, I was just a wise-cracking scallywag off the streets who was very good at what I did. The American press absolutely loved it, because they didn’t have any fighters over there like that.


So although it wasn’t the right approach – and I would never recommend to any other fighter that they let their weight go up so much between fights – it worked for me in terms of gaining fans at home and in the States.


Also, you have to bear in mind that there’s a physical and a mental side to boxing. It’s not just about conditioning and, personally, I needed that release between the fight and the next training camp. My logic at the time was that if I trained my nuts off for twelve weeks to win a world title, but couldn’t then have a break, eating and drinking what I liked, what was I doing it all for?
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