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FIRST BELL


Watching boxing from ringside is unforgettable and I have been watching boxing from ringside for over 40 years and in nearly 30 countries. There is no sport quite like it.


I have seen the greatest fighters from six decades in the ring. I saw George Foreman’s last fight and Naseem Hamed when he was just 12. I have found the best fighters in private moments. I have sat with the broken and the brilliant, the richest and the poorest, the damaged and the saints. I have taken their testimony. It’s all part of a shared journey. My personal tour of the world of boxing and 80 incredible stories from within, if you like.


I have been detained by armed security and sat with presidents. That sounds a bit grand, but one time it was the President of Yemen. And the other president, Donald Trump, was not yet ‘the President’. He was just one of a thousand hustlers I have met on the road to the rings. And he was not even the best hustler.


Some of the journeys I have been on with fighters lasted for years and years: from the amateurs to a world title. Some are friends now for life. There are others who still ignore me because I picked against them in the paper before a fight. Fighters have a tremendous ability to absorb punishment, but often have the thinnest skin. It has not always been a love-in; I have been sued and had to sue. I have won and lost in the courts.


It is a business that sucks you in. When you are up that close every punch, moan and cry is loud. You can feel it, smell it and when the blood is flowing, you can touch it. I have had blood on dozens of shirts, my face, my writing hand and notepads over the years. It’s like evidence of a mad addiction.


Since 1984, I have written for just about every British newspaper, magazines, appeared on radio, on a dozen television channels, made a thousand podcasts, penned a couple of books and contributed in some way to so many other outlets that I have forgotten most of their names. When I started, I would get paid as little as £10 for a report in a paper. I was in the industry 35 years before I had a business class flight to a fight. I was known as Steve Ready, Steve Royce, Frank Ward, Mark Hilton and James Reed in different national newspapers in the Nineties.


It’s been a long journey to a lot of unknown rings in forgotten cities, outdoor markets, car parks, on beaches and down back alleys. It has also been a long journey to Madison Square Garden and the MGM in Las Vegas to witness the best and worst of nights. I have sat under the stars in Italy and Saudi Arabia and stood behind police lines at warehouses in London’s lost boroughs.


Being in a dressing room with a beaten fighter is still humbling at any level. It’s a sport of extremes. And the people running it, and those run by it, are extreme.


I have my seat at ringside as a professional journalist and before that I was in the same halls, leisure centres and gyms as a fan. It’s a thin line and even now I still pay to watch amateur boxing. I can go from 90,000 at Wembley Stadium to a room above a pub in south London in seven days. I believe that making that journey between rings is essential; it’s part of what I need to do.


This is the journey in 80 stories with the men and women from both sides of the ropes. Their glories and failures. Their deaths, their struggles and their desire to win. I have been lied to, threatened, sickened, shocked, hit with a handbag, marvelled at, cried with, humbled by and laughed with the boxers and their people on that journey. Here is a collection of those days and nights in the world’s rings. It’s my truth and I was at every event I write about.
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JOHNNY GREAVES:
KING OF THE LOSERS


YORK HALL, BETHNAL GREEN, 2013


‘Is that your bird in the white? She can’t stop looking at me.’


Greavsey loved a snout. He is one of an old breed of fighting men.


Before and after every single fight, he would have a cigarette. He would have smoked in the 60 seconds between rounds if he could have. No need for water. There was a British champion from the Seventies called Pat McCormack, and he did have a puff between rounds.


In September 2013, it was the end for Johnny Greaves: snouter, fighter, father.


He was at York Hall in Bethnal Green, not far from where he lived, and where he had fought a lot. It was a Sunday afternoon show and it was, for the first time, all about Johnny.


It was his 100th fight and that was causing him some grief. That’s why I knew he would be out the back, in the drizzle, in a doorway having a cigarette. Out the back at York Hall is strange: there is the old town hall, now a restaurant with a Michelin star and a hotel with rooms at about a grand each night. There is also a shabby block of flats on the other side. York Hall’s back entrance is obscured by giant bins and an ambulance on fight night. There is never much of a delay watching fleeing rats. And that is where I found him that afternoon, his bandages loosely attached to his fists, his worn boots damp from the rain and Johnny in a philosophical mood.


Greaves had just turned 34, he had lost 96 of his previous 99 fights, but that afternoon he was booked to win. It’s not fixed, but he was fighting another man with a similar record and, well, gentlemen are gentlemen in the boxing business, and there was no way Dan Carr was going to ruin the retirement fight of Johnny Greaves. That would be very bad behaviour.


‘Fuck me, it’s murder having to sell tickets,’ Greaves told me between long, loving puffs. ‘I know now why I never sold tickets. I’ve moved about 200 for this fight and I’ve got people calling me up all the time, driving me fucking mad.’


He shook his head, threw away a dead cigarette, nodded at somebody and cadged a fresh cigarette from a man called Ralph. He was fighting in about 15 minutes so was having a prolonged last cigarette before his final fight. It was ceremonial, close to a superstition with him.


‘In my business, Steve, I get matched against all these unbeaten fighters, and they have all their loved ones there. They have to sell all the tickets and they have all the pressure: their girlfriend is there, their mum, their nan, the lot. I love that and I will tell you why.’


He moved back an inch in his doorway, took a long suck on the cigarette and continued. ‘You see, it’s simple: If they are all there, the kid will try like a nutter and then I know it is going to be an easy night. He will start swinging and I will be saying to him: “Is that your bird in the white? She can’t stop looking at me. Good sort, her, mate.” Now, the kid with all the fans will start throwing wild punches and I can avoid those easily. No problem. The problems start when the kid ignores me – then I gotta fight a little bit.’


It is, I admit, confusing to understand the way some fighters think. Greaves talks about making fights easy, but he had lost 96 times before getting in with Dan Carr. He had also met over 70 men who had never lost a fight. He had also been robbed a dozen or more times on shows where the opponent had sold hundreds of tickets. He never complained, just smiled and climbed out of the ring, stepping down from the lights at the Magna Centre, Rotherham, the Winter Gardens, Blackpool, or the Pyramids Centre, Portsmouth. No shower, in a car and home; possibly, no shower and in the bar.


Johnny was given a nudge and finally had to quit the sanctuary of the doorway and go and get his gloves on. It was nearly time.


The walk to the ring at the old East End venue was emotional that afternoon. Johnny Greaves got a standing ovation and Carr was booed – pantomime boos.


It was not much of a fight, but he did enough and got the nod after four rounds; he came close to being carried from the ring on the shoulders of his fans. It was Johnny’s first win in 43 fights and three years of craft. Carr lost for the 43rd time in 47 fights; Carr won just once in his next 42 fights before leaving the ring four years later.


‘It went to plan,’ said Greaves from his now familiar plot outside the back door at York Hall. ‘I was a bit disappointed that I never threw in an Ali shuffle but, to tell you the truth, it was hard because he (Carr) was trying to out-Greaves Johnny Greaves. That was a liberty.’


Greaves now works as the house-second on shows. That means he washes the gumshield and lifts the stool in and out of the ring. He picks up a few quid for being in the corner. He told me a few years after his last fight that he wanted to come back. He never did; there were rumours that he had made a few quid on the unlicensed circuit, which is where he started. He is still out the back on fight night at York Hall, holding court and smoking.


Johnny Greaves: King of the Journeymen – 100 fights: four wins and 96 defeats. He fought four world champions and over a dozen British champions.
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AUDLEY HARRISON
— v —
MIKE MIDDLETON


WEMBLEY ARENA, LONDON, 2001


‘Mom, it’s getting a bit crazy over here.’


Warning: the story you are about to read is a five-star, ocean-going, fur-lined farce. It’s ludicrous and comical – and true.


Johnny Bos made the match and that should tell you all that you need to know about the debut of Audley Harrison.


Bos, sadly, was not ringside at Wembley in his trademark white fur coat. The international matchmaker and fixer was already a recluse back in New York. Don’t worry, there were enough pantomime acts on a night at the end of a week of wonderful comedy. I’m not sure where to start.


The story so far: Audley Harrison won the super-heavyweight gold medal at the 2000 Sydney Olympics, the first gold won by a British boxer since 1968.


Harrison secured a £1 million deal to fight live on the BBC, Wembley was a sell-out and Big Aud was the boxing, talking, dancing, smiling, baby-head-kissing darling of the British public. What could go wrong?


It turns out, just about every single thing.


Harrison was determined to do it his way and that was a brave move. And a bit stupid, to tell the truth. He had a manager, Colin McMillan, the former WBO featherweight champion and he had a promoter, Jess Harding, the pallet king of Potters Bar. But it was Harrison’s show, and he was not afraid to tell people about the boxer revolution he was leading.


Mike Middleton was found as the opponent by Bos. It was Bos who had helped Mickey Duff build Frank Bruno. It was Bos who had famously talked about the requirements for any opponent that he found: ‘A pulse, but not much of one.’ Bruno removed toupees and false teeth from the men that Bos supplied. Bos chuckled at ringside; nobody found bodies like Bos.


Middleton worked in Florida at Walt Disney World. He was often an undercover agent, dressing as Mickey Mouse to trap thieves and other undesirables inside the Kingdom of Disney. It is hard to invent this stuff. So, Harrison fights a man in a Mickey Mouse costume. You can pick your headlines for that one. Harrison was fast undoing all the great publicity from Sydney; he was proving tetchy and distant with the media. There was an ugly impasse brewing.


Middleton arrived in London and what a lovely fella he was. Silly as a sack, but adorable. And then, Middleton was – ahem – ‘kidnapped’ from his hotel room. There was no sign of a struggle, thankfully. It was the week of the fight, and the big lump was gone. What a mystery.


Harrison, his promoter, manager and legal team of Jonathan Crystal and Robert Davis were left to solve the disappearance. They were kids in the boxing game back then. Davis is now one of the most powerful lawyers in the boxing business.


There were some clues. Middleton had called his mom – his spelling – the night of the vanishing and told her: ‘Mom, it’s getting a bit crazy over here.’ It certainly was.


The fight, live on BBC television and in front of a capacity audience of over 8,000, was just days away and Middleton was gone. Slowly, the story began to emerge.


Middleton was being paid $5,000, but he would end up with less than $1,500 dollars after deductions and payments. However, the contract he had signed entitled him to a higher percentage of the television money. The tiny clause was traditionally marked with a giant X, meaning that it was not valid. However, McMillan and Harding had overlooked a small error and failed to cross out the box. When they realised their potentially costly error, they went to visit Middleton in his hotel room. It was not a threatening visit, but Mike was alone, it was late, it was a tiny, cheap hotel room and Harding is a considerable lump. And the lighting in those poxy twobob hotels is always bad; Harding might have cast a giant shadow from the door. Harding is big enough to have been the door.


The purpose of the visit was to offer Middleton a new contract, one with the small box pertaining to the television rights crossed out – there was also an offer of an additional $500 dollars for his troubles. He never signed, they left, and he called his mom.


He made a couple of other calls and then he finally spoke to a man called Andy Ayling. Then, Mike Middleton, Gulf War veteran, Mickey Mouse detective and journeyman boxer from Florida, was – how shall I put this? – sort of ‘kidnapped’.


‘We sent a lovely car to his crap hotel near Wembley and then put him in a luxury hotel in Hertfordshire. We kidnapped him, basically,’ said Ayling, who works for Frank Warren but was acting independently. Harrison and Warren had fallen out. It was said that Kellie Maloney was the one in the back of the limo, driving with Middleton away from Wembley, but he cannot remember being there.


‘It’s an outrage what they are trying to do to my fighter,’ said Ayling, who had become Middleton’s agent overnight. Ayling and Middleton had known each other for about ten hours.


A few nights later at Wembley, there was another tense standoff when Middleton, represented by his new mentor, Ayling, started to get ready to fight. Team Harrison had two other fighters preparing to fight, warming up in adjacent dressing rooms, and they were coming in cheap: Middleton was there and ready to honour his original contract, and he was now entitled to somewhere in the region of $65,000. He would become the highest paid six-round journeyman in history.


There were desperate scenes in one of the dressing rooms just minutes before the first bell. I was invited in as an official observer to the very final negotiations. I could hear heavyweight journeymen, Gary Williams and Derek McCafferty warming up, both hopeful of a late, late call-up. If Williams or McCafferty had fought, Team Harrison would have been about $60,000 richer. However, Middleton was also getting ready, hitting pads and dreaming of $65,000; he knew that he had to walk to the ring to get his bumper purse and not be in breach of his contract. It was a fabulous game of chicken. Ayling, a representative from the British Boxing Board of Control and Harrison’s trusted men got their heads together for a last whispering session. It was out of my earshot. The fight was salvaged, Middleton walked, Harrison the idol walked, the place went crazy and over eight million watched live boxing on the BBC on a Saturday night. That little double has not been repeated since then.


Harrison stopped Middleton in the opening round. Middleton went down swinging, defiant and smiling. It was a bad, comical and perfect debut; the rest of Big Aud’s career would be the same. But never forget he could fight, and that gold was exceptional.


Audley Harrison: There was the European title, a defeat in a world title fight and a lot of highs and lows in the career of Audley Harrison. The gold changed the course of British amateur boxing when it led to massive funding; that is a truly glorious legacy. Middleton got his $65,000. ‘It was justice for our man,’ said Ayling. It was certainly something. No charges were ever filed for the ‘kidnapping’ of Mike Middleton. When he died in 2019, Harrison led the praise. ‘It was dramarama for real. Rest easy, Mike.’
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JANE COUCH:
TRAILBLAZER


THE CAT’S WHISKERS, STREATHAM, LONDON, 1998


There were tales of distinctly lively nights out in Blackpool . . .


Jane Couch had to prove that she was rougher, tougher and cruder than any other fighter. She did a decent job, to be fair.


Couch challenged the British Boxing Board of Control in 1998 and was given a licence to fight. The Board had a nightmare. The amateur boxing authorities in England had already decided in late 1996 to allow women and girls to compete from 1 October 1997. Meantime the Board built a case against women entering a boxing ring that would not have been out of place in 1860: according to them women were weak, they had periods, and they were pretty. It was poor. Couch triumphed at the industrial tribunal in April of that year, and by October she was in the ring.


Nobody should ever doubt that Couch was a pioneer, but she was in the Jane Couch business. She had to raise her profile first and not pull anybody with her. There were tales of distinctly lively nights out in Blackpool. They all helped establish Couch as a character, which she was.


She had fought nine times when she finally made her legal British debut one cold Wednesday night at the old Cat’s Whiskers in Streatham. The main event that night was Peckham’s Lester Jacobs and Jason Hart for the vacant WBF Pan European middle-weight title. Jacobs won in the sixth. Couch was the real attraction though, and I’m sure she was paid more than the men. The place was packed to capacity, there were queues down the high street. I remember going in search of the promoter, Roy Cameron, who I think also had a second-hand car front. I found Roy in a room near the box office and the room was filled with people counting the takings. It was old-school that night in Streatham.


Couch had told the Board she had offers, good offers. She was alleging restraint of trade, and she was right. One offer was from American promoter, fixer and manager, Stan Hoffman, for $50,000. That was proper money in 1998. At that time, there were perhaps 800 male boxers, and it is doubtful more than 25 made that much money for a fight. Perhaps Kellie Maloney, then operating as Frank Maloney, who was the manager of Lennox Lewis, summed up the mood best.


‘I’m against women’s boxing, but I’ve got a few welterweights who could have a sex change for the money – for $50,000 I might even have a change.’ Maloney was not against Couch, just shocked at the money she was being offered.


So, Wednesday night in south London and Couch, known as the Fleetwood Assassin, made her way to the ring to fight German teenager, Simona Lukic, who was known as Demona. The atmosphere was fantastic, people hanging off the walls, howling, drinking, shouting. Lukic looked like she had seen a ghost; the kid was petrified. Couch entered the ring like she was ready to fight a monster. Couch feared nobody, that should be her memory.


Poor Lukic had lost four times and won just once. Couch was fresh from losing a world title fight in Atlantic City. It was a horrible mismatch, and the crowd loved every second of it. It finished after 64 seconds of round two. History had been made. Lukic never fought again, she walked away for good. Couch was going nowhere; she was just starting.


Couch gets upset if she is reminded about her legal debut and the quality of Lukic. Couch, it is fair to say, is a bit angry that she missed the real money, the money in the fights now. She is critical of the modern fighters, convinced that the women she met and lost to were better. She got beaten by some great women like Lucia Rijker, Holly Holm and Anne Sophie Mathis. They could live in any era and so could Couch. The Rijker fight was at the Staples Centre in Los Angeles on the undercard of Lennox Lewis against Vitali Klitschko.


Make no mistake, Couch was a player and pioneer, but she would need two Sherpa guides to find Lauren Price in a ring. There is one thing that growing old in this business has taught me, and that is never to believe the fighters from your youth were better. Living in the past is a boxing sin. I should add that Price would need a sledgehammer to hurt Couch.


As a quick footnote, there is a woman called Sue Atkins (who is mentioned again in a later chapter), a gardener from Mitcham, and she is another pioneer. She never gets the credit. She formed the British Ladies Boxing Association in 1993; her first shows were hijacked by soft-porn magazines and a genuine dirty-mac brigade – I saw them, an outrageous gang of Benny Hill extras. She once showed up for a fight at a hotel near Watford and her German opponent was oiled and topless. That, my friend, is pioneer country: the real wild west of women’s boxing.


Jane Couch: After 39 fights, including 16 world title fights for belts from five different sanctioning bodies, it was time in 2007 for Couch to walk away. A year later, women’s boxing would receive Olympic blessing. Then came the revolution. Couch is part of that. In 2024, Couch was inducted into the International Boxing Hall of Fame. She deserved it.
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DAVID HAYE
— v —
NIKOLAI VALUEV


WBA HEAVYWEIGHT TITLE: NUREMBURG, GERMANY, 2009


‘Nobody cared about me, only about my size.’


The Beast from the East loved Agatha Christie novels, his ballerina wife and he hated violence.


On the night Nikolai Valuev lost his world heavyweight title to David Haye, he was just over seven feet tall, weighed close to 23 stone and had lost just once in 52 fights. Don King was involved with the promotion.


It is not certain that Valuev had ever had a normal life, a life away from being called a freak. He was placed in a sports academy in St Petersburg when he was 13; it was one of the last Soviet traditions. He was big, he was tall, he was there to be used. He played basketball and he was the Under-19 Soviet discus champion. A pot-bellied boxing trainer called Oleg Shalaev discovered the towering boy/man when he was 20. He had just a handful of fights and then he turned professional in the West. He made peanuts and they treated him like a performing ape at the start. He was a one-man touring attraction, the great hairy man-beast of the ring.


His granny claimed that her father was eight feet tall and an assassin. His parents were both under six foot. His father repaired radios, his mother cooked pancakes for her beloved little giant. His management called him the Russian Giant and then the Russian Bear. His boxing career had no path, and he was taken all over the world; he fought in six countries in his first ten fights. He was the boxing freak, part bear, part killer. He was said to have wrestled wild bears, slaughtered wild boar with his bare hands. The reality was that he was a gentle soul, preferring quiet nights in with a good Agatha Christie mystery. He was painted for violence but loved his Poirot.


He was with Kellie Maloney briefly, fighting at Battersea Town Hall. There were gasps as he walked out and biffed his way to an easy win. It was October 1996 and then six weeks later, he was out at York Hall. He was fighting normal men: Neil Kirkwood was a mere six-foot four and Darren Fearn a tiny six-foot one; they lasted about seven minutes combined. It was a success, but Valuev had baggage, men making demands. Maloney walked away. ‘There were too many managers and people with a share in him – too many scary people, fuck that,’ said Maloney, who now lives with a dozen different animals on a small farm in the Algarve. It was Maloney who gave Valuev the Beast from the East nickname.


In 2003, after 32 wins and no defeats, Valuev started to work with Kalle Sauerland, a young German promoter, who had a home in Wembley and had followed Spurs all over the country in a former life. ‘I told him that the circus is over,’ Kalle said. At the time, Valuev was in danger of joining Primo Carnera, an Italian giant from the Thirties who won the heavyweight world title with the help of mobsters, and the tragic literary creation, Toro Moreno, an abused heavyweight in Budd Schulberg’s The Harder They Fall. The Beast from the East was a circus act.


‘Nobody cared about me, only about my size,’ Valuev told me. ‘People always looked to see what I could do for them.’


Valuev won the heavyweight world title in 2005, lost it in 2007, won it back in 2008 and met Haye in 2009. The Haye fight was his 53rd. The World Boxing Association heavyweight title was the prize – the Klitschko brothers, Vitali and Wladimir, held the other three titles. Haye had withdrawn from a Wlad fight a few months earlier when 60,000 tickets had been sold and, the day he announced the Valuev fight, he was due to sign for a Vitali fight.


Haye called him slow, stupid and smelly to sell the fight and then praised him in private. ‘He’s more than just a clueless giant,’ he said the night before their fight. ‘Haye is another idiot in boxing,’ countered Valuev.


In the days and hours before the fight, he looked so forlorn in Nuremburg, a man with deep troubles on his vast, hairy shoulders. Standing near the pair after the weigh-in it was hard to see how Haye could survive getting hit. That was easy; it turns out, he never got hit – not once. He performed a masterclass in survival and the Beast followed him like a slow shadow. If the Beast had connected, it would have been all over.


It was not a pleasant watch. ‘Don’t you dare go looking for the knockout,’ Adam Booth told Haye at the end of each round. They had spent three months preparing and Booth had worn six-inch tall Spice Girl boots to simulate the height. Haye listened to Booth until the last round: ‘In the end, as the final seconds faded, Haye wobbled the sad-faced Russian for the first time in his 53 fights and he looked a shot or two away from coming to rest in a 23 stone heap.’ He stayed upright, Haye won on a majority decision, that is two judges to him, and one returned a drawn score.


Valuev left that ring on that night with his dignity. He never fought again and talked of opening a carvery in Nuremberg, his adopted home town. He liked to go off hunting for wild boar, armed with just a bow and his own thoughts. That is a fine way to exit the boxing game.


David Haye: In 2011, Haye finally met a Klitschko and lost his world title to Wladimir. He tried to retire and just kept on unretiring. Adam Booth still looks after fighters and still has the crazy platform boots. Valuev is rarely sighted, which is odd considering that he is probably the same size now as a small caravan.
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AVTANDIL KHURTSIDZE:
CHOCOLATE THIEF


LEICESTER, 2017


‘I’m crazy Georgian man.’


Not all funny boxing stories are very funny. But this is one of them, and it is hard not to chuckle.


In April 2017, Tommy Langford, the British middleweight champion, was looking at the sport’s best fighters and planning a million-dollar career.


Langford was matched that month in Leicester against a man who was an important part of a multi-billion-dollar criminal gang. Nobody knew at the time; poor Tommy never stood a chance.


On the night, Avtandil Khurtsidze walked through Langford, dropping him three times and stopping him in the fifth. An interim belt for the WBO was the prize. It was too easy. Back in New York, Khurtsidze’s real boss, Razhden Shulaya, who was the vor v zakone, the thief-in-law, as they say in Russian criminal circles, was happy with his number-one enforcer.


Meanwhile, back in Leicester, Langford was nursing his bruises when Khurtsidze was confronted at ringside by Billy Joe Saunders, the full WBO champion at middleweight. It was the start of the fight’s publicity, a nice pantomime interlude on a long night of domestic boxing.


Saunders was up for a scrap, but soon started laughing; Khurtsidze, you see, was tiny. He claimed to be five-foot six and he would have been if he had been in stiletto heels. He was closer to five-foot one and Saunders simply could not get agitated. I guess he looked different when he was doing his day job back in New York as an armed and dangerous man of menace for Shulaya’s gang. The Tracksuit Man, as he was known, certainly had a face for threatening.


‘I come break bones,’ Khurtsidze promised when it was announced that he would fight Saunders for the full title on 8 July. The FBI had proof that he did indeed break bones, but with the help of a baseball bat.


‘I’m crazy man. I’m crazy Georgian man. I’m crazy Russian man. I’m very beautiful man, man,’ Khurtsidze said at ringside in Leicester.


‘I just couldn’t take him seriously,’ Saunders said.


I was close to the exchange that night and Khurtsidze never took his eyes off Saunders. He was fixed on his prey, calm. He looked dangerous and fearless. His height never bothered me, it was clear he was nasty.


Khurtsidze had won 32 of his fights at that point; he would never fight again. He returned to New York and started to prepare for the Saunders fight. He also took control of a container or two of contraband cigarettes, 10,000 lbs of chocolate bars, ran a few errands, cracked a few skulls. The usual day-to-day jobs of a baseball-bat wielding criminal thug.


On 8 June, he was arrested with 32 other members of Shulaya’s gang. His boxing life was over and he was looking at 20 years behind bars. Shulaya, incidentally, had been involved on the fringes with Nikolai Valuev ten years earlier.


The charges were complex and violent: robbery, hacking casino machines, theft of sea containers of chocolate, extortion, kidnap. Khurtsidze was Shulaya’s personal enforcer, a very ugly man capable of immense violence. He was not the comic figure we loved at ringside.


Khurtsidze was attacked and stabbed in the face before he was sentenced to ten years in 2018. ‘It’s a very serious misunderstanding,’ Khurtsidze said. I bet it was.


Avtandil Khurtsidze: In June 2023, after his early release, Khurtsidze had a message for Saunders: ‘Hey, Billy, I wait for you.’ Saunders is still thinking about fighting. Langford had six more fights and vanished.
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LARRY HOLMES
— v —
BRIAN NIELSEN


IBO HEAVYWEIGHT TITLE: COPENHAGEN, DENMARK, 1997


‘It’s the money, ain’t nothing but the money.’


Larry Holmes was back in his dressing room, smiling and shaking his head in the middle of his 32-member travelling entourage.


‘They done robbed Larry again,’ somebody said. Nobody laughed.


An hour earlier, the first bell of his 71st fight had tolled in a grand hall on the outskirts of Copenhagen. The capacity crowd had chanted his name out of respect. Just a few minutes earlier, they had sung the theme from Monty Python’s Life of Brian in perfect English as their hero, Brian Neilsen, entered the arena and then the ring. If it was a big night for the Danish fighter, it was another night for the great Larry Holmes.


An 11-year-old girl stood in centre ring and sang the American anthem; Holmes looked on like a proud grandfather. He was old, 47 at the time, and a veteran of dozens and dozens of big fights. The long debate about his greatness had started.


The fight had a pattern; Larry covered up, standing mostly in a corner and Big Brian tried to find a way through for his punches. It was a decent fight. Holmes collapsed heavily onto his stool at the end of each round and his cornermen, as I said at the time, ‘poured gallons of water over him. The canvas at his feet was sodden and heavy’. That is the detail you need.


During the last four rounds, Holmes barely moved from his soaking wet corner. The referee, Marty Deakin, told him to get out of the corner. Holmes stopped and clearly replied: ‘Damn, that is where I do my work, give me a break.’ He was right, even Deakin smiled.


Holmes was fighting strictly for the money. He was getting £310,000 for the fight. He even had a line in a song about his boxing philosophy: ‘It’s the money, ain’t nothing but the money.’ Holmes still toured with Marmalade, his band.


‘I’m here because I’m overweight and old,’ he said. ‘That is why they picked me.’ Nielsen was managed and promoted by a gentleman called Mogens Palle. He had the Danish boxing monopoly and had controlled boxing in Scandinavia for a long, long time. Big Brian had some big fights left in him.


In the end, Holmes gave Nielsen a good test. I scored it a draw, but then I had a soft spot for Holmes, who had been known as Black Cloud back in the Seventies when he was a sparring partner for Muhammad Ali.


At the final bell, Holmes never even bothered lifting his arms. He stood passive as the scores were read. One for him, one for Nielsen; Holmes then climbed through the ropes – the final score was from the Danish judge and obviously it was for Nielsen. Some eyebrows were raised. I followed Holmes as he left the ringside area.


The dressing room was not glum, it had been strictly business. Nielsen came in to thank Holmes. In 1980, Holmes, in tears, had done the same when he beat his idol, Muhammad Ali.


Some talked of appeals and Holmes mostly ignored them. He had been there before, and it had mattered back then. Larry at 47, carrying the weight, seasoned, wealthy and wise was not bothered by events on a Danish winter night.


And then Larry Holmes came up with a lovely line: ‘Brian Nielsen can kiss me where the sun don’t shine.’ I was on the blower within minutes, copy sorted, pay-off a beauty. Thanks, Larry.


It was gone midnight when I left that place. We traipsed away, hopefully in the direction of Copenhagen on a snow-lit night, shivering, blowing out steam, shuffling mostly in silence like European refugees at the end of the Second World War. I never saw Black Cloud box again, but I did tour with him and Gerry Cooney a couple of times. Royalty on the road.


Larry Holmes: In his last-ever fight in 2002, Holmes beat Butterbean, a man with a 70-inch waist. His first fight had been in 1973. He left the sport with 69 wins. Nielsen quit the ring in 2011, lost to Mike Tyson in 2001 and always looks on the bright side of life.









7


GARY MASON:
A SPECIAL TEN GRAND


FUNERAL: LONDON, 2011


‘It’s for Michael [Watson], he needs the money more than me.’


‘He would have loved this,’ said Kellie Maloney.


We stood together, looking out at over a thousand people in All Saints Church in Carshalton. The streets outside were also packed. It was the funeral of Gary Mason, one of the best British boxers in the last 50 years to never fight for a world title.


Mason had been riding his bike and he was hit by a van at a dangerous junction early one morning. He died at the scene. Mason had bad eyes. It was his eyes that damned him in the end in the ring.


The funeral was filled with equal parts laughter and tears. I made my way to the raised pulpit for my celebration and one of his aunties collapsed two rows in front of me, fell off the bench, big drama, people fanning her and me getting the ‘hurry up’. The great Lennox Lewis was in the row behind her, the place was hot. It was an easy job, a crowd in love with the man I was serenading. ‘And then, there were the women . . .’ They loved that bit.


The real story that day was one that had never been told. It was about Gary Mason’s heart, not in the ring, but in life. I told it for the first time, but it was from 20 years earlier. It was from a dark, dark time in the old game. It was late September in 1991, Michael Watson had been in a coma for a week or so. His fight with Chris Eubank had finished in the 12th round, Watson somehow had escaped with his life, Eubank was left drained. ‘I thought I was going to die,’ Eubank told me in 2023. Over 17 million watched it on ITV. It was front- and back-page news. In the middle of the storm, I met Mason. He wanted to talk to me. He cried.


Mason had been forced to quit the British ring because of retina damage. His last fight in Britain was in March of 1991 against Lennox Lewis. It was savage, Mason finished with a fully closed right eye, still swinging, still believing, still hoping. At the end of the sixth, Mason had lost all the vision in his right eye. His corner begged the referee to let him continue. He lasted just 44 more seconds; Lewis won in the seventh and Mason lost for the first time in 36 fights. Mason tried the pirate and dangerous circuit in the USA and then returned to London and started his post-fight life.


He tried a lot of things. He managed a white rapper from Stockwell. The British Eminem, he told me. He launched the arm-wrestling world championship. He drove a taxi. He did security shifts at a hospital. He worked, he always worked. He needed the money. He was involved with a drumming therapy group when he was killed.


Anyway, back to 1991 and the meeting in late September. Mason’s last real fight had been just six months earlier. The dread that night after losing to Lewis was that the eye was badly damaged. He had already had surgery on the right eye. The injury was detected straightaway; his boxing career was over. And so was the dream.


Mason had friends at the Circus Tavern, and they organised a fundraiser for him. They raised ten grand, Mason left with ten grand that night, and that is why we had a late, late meeting. It was about his ten grand.


Mason wanted to give the money to Michael Watson. They had been friends; they had fought on the same bills. They shared the same boxing dreams. I arranged for Gary to come and see Mrs Watson, Michael’s mother, with me at Barts, the hospital where the neurosurgeon, Peter Hamlyn, had performed his miracles to save Michael’s life a few days earlier.


Mrs Watson had a room next to intensive care and always had a sister or two from the church with her. It was a heartbreaking scene: stepping into that small room was overpowering, an attack on the senses. It was utter devotion inside that temporary home of hope. Mason and I made our way there and it was late, but time in the intensive care unit is not measured the same way as it is in life; in the ICU, every second of life is sacred and days blur. I have been in too many with fighters.


It took about three seconds before people were crying. Then Gary produced a plastic shopping bag from somewhere. He placed the bag on the tiny bed. ‘It’s for Michael, he needs the money more than me,’ he said. It was a piece of loving magic. It was all there, every penny. Gary Mason’s ten grand. ‘It was my security,’ he had told me. He had never touched it, never. He was saving it for the darkest of days; instead, he gave it all to Michael Watson and that is the story I told at the funeral.


Before we left the hospital, we went in and saw Michael. He was connected to a dozen tubes, full six-pack, bare chest and looking so serene and happy. Mason sobbed, ducking his head, his tears falling on the blanket. The bandage on Watson’s head had the deathless message, scrawled in black pen: No bone flap. That is about as real as the boxing business ever gets.


‘You better not tell anybody about this,’ Mason had said as we left Barts that night. ‘I will if you die first,’ I replied. I told the story from the pulpit to that captive audience and, according to Boxing News, ‘the church roared with tear-coated laughter’. I will take that. I just cried.


Gary Mason: His smile will never die. Lennox Lewis won his first world title a couple of years after beating Mason. He is now recognised as one of the best heavyweights in history. At Wembley that night, he had the fight of his life to beat Mason. That is testimony enough.
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DENNIS ANDRIES
— v —
AKIM TAFER


EUROPEAN CRUISERWEIGHT TITLE: MENTON, FRANCE, 1992


‘I saw old age in the ring, and I did not like it . . .’


The Hackney Rock was on the French Riviera, and it was a boxing marriage made in heaven.


Dennis Andries was 38 when he travelled to France to fight Akim Tafer for the vacant European title. Andries had been in the boxing game for so long that his first title fights were over the 15-round distance. He had also won and lost the world light-heavyweight title three times. He would not go away.


He had travelled to Menton with Manny Steward, the man behind the Kronk gym in Detroit. The pair were odd souls, a strange fit.


At the time, Andries said he was 35, the record books said 38 and his previous manager said he was 40. ‘It’s just a number,’ Andries told us one morning in Menton. Sure, but it was a very important number. It was bright and sunny on the Cote d’Azur that day. One or two of the boys even undid their ties. I do remember that there were very early drinks arranged once the sit-down with Steward and Andries was over. A ritual is a ritual, after all.


It was an old-fashioned travelling press pack. Neil Allen of the Evening Standard had his portable typewriter. The others had their suits and ties and preferences for French wines. And one or two had memories of fights in Monte Carlo, just down the road, and San Remo, just down the road the other way. We were a travelling pack of national newspaper writers that had not changed very much in 50 years. I had bought a terrible tweed jacket that belonged on the back of a door. It was an attempt to look like an ancient hack. I still had loads of hair – it was an odd mix. I was on duty for about three papers. It was a good earner.


Tafer was inexperienced but he was big, young and fresh. He knew enough to not get involved, just to box sensibly. Andries struggled at times. It was not much of a fight. One judge scored it a draw, which was generous to Andries.


‘I saw old age in the ring, and I did not like it. It is time for Dennis to stop,’ Steward told us after the fight. He never did, he fought 12 more times and won and lost the British cruiserweight title. He won the belt at 41 and lost his last fight at 43 and then he vanished.


Andries once told me his version of a boxing fable, a story that many believe is fake. It is not, it is mostly true. One morning at Heathrow, two boxers returned from big fights in America. Dennis had his world title belt in a plastic bag and Frank Bruno had his bruised face from his latest defeat hidden behind giant shades. Bruno was met and swamped, Andries slipped through, got on the tube and went home. A smile on his face and the belt in a bag on his lap.


‘I wouldn’t want that pressure, the pressure Frank has,’ Andries said, and he was not bothered about going under the radar. ‘I never worried about what the press said. I took all the criticism; I was never going to cry over a few words. No way.’


Meanwhile, in Menton, pre-cocktails were served in Neil’s room; he had ordered a dozen tiny bottles of gin from the plane – miniatures, as they were called. It was an old trick by one of the oldest and finest trickers. There was a glorious view of the Mediter-ranean and the talk was of simple things like the boat passage to the Melbourne Olympics and the best house on the street outside the boxing stadium in Dublin to file copy from. There was only one public phone inside the stadium and Tom Cryan of the Irish Independent, known as the Squire, had been given exclusive use of that by the Pope. Hey, that’s the story. So, if you needed to file copy, you went outside and knocked on doors. How mad is that? And it’s true – I did it after an England v Ireland clash. Sweet and innocent days.
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