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I want to dedicate this book to all of


my family and the people of Panama.


They are my everything.




CONTENTS


PROLOGUE


CHAPTER 1: Street Fighting Man


CHAPTER 2: New York, New York


CHAPTER 3: The Lion King


CHAPTER 4: Sugar Ray Meets Charles Manson


CHAPTER 5: No Más


CHAPTER 6: Redemption Road


CHAPTER 7: ‘No Moore’


CHAPTER 8: El Campeón


CHAPTER 9: ‘Uno Más’


CHAPTER 10: Paz and Macho Time


CHAPTER 11: One More for La Patria


CHAPTER 12: The Last Goodbyes


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


TEXT AND PICTURE ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


INDEX


LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS




PROLOGUE


I died on an operating table in a hospital in Buenos Aires, Argentina. I was dead for thirty seconds. That’s what I’m told, anyway.


On 4 October 2001 I was in a bad car crash with my son, Chavo. We’d left Panama the day before to go to Argentina for a music promotion my son was involved in. I wanted to help him out, even though I wasn’t keen on going – I’d already arranged to go to Vancouver to see my friend José Sulaimán, the president of the World Boxing Council, and I was going to take one of my daughters, Irichelle, who I’d never really spent much time with over the last few years. But Chavo was persistent. ‘Please, Papi!’ he kept pleading.


‘I don’t want to go,’ I remember telling him. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about it.’ On the flight over, the ride got a little bumpy. I shook my head – ‘Que te dije?’ I said to him. What did I tell you?


In Buenos Aires we went straight to a nice restaurant and spent the evening doing the things I love most – eating, drinking, having a great time. My son watched a soccer game on the TV, and quite late on he suddenly got the urge to go and watch the second half live, and asked where the match was on. Just around the corner, he was told.


‘Let’s go!’ said Chavo.


‘Screw it,’ I told him. ‘I want to stay here with my wine and my champagne and my churrasco.’


‘Vamos, vamos, vamos!’


The reason Chavo was so excited was because some soccer star called Ariel Ortega was playing – a midfielder, whose nickname was ‘El Burrito’. I didn’t know much about him, but I did know I wanted to stay in that bar and carry on drinking champagne.


‘Please, Papi, please! It’s not the same if you don’t come! I want you to meet El Burrito!’


‘I got your Burrito right here,’ I said, grabbing my crotch. ‘Go on your own.’


‘It’d be much better with you,’ said Chavo. ‘We’ll get in more quickly.’


So off we went. By now it wasn’t just dark: it was raining hard too. I can’t remember much of what happened, but before we got to the stadium we got hit by a car from behind and both cars crashed into a wall. Bang! Had our driver let up on the gas pedal I think we would have been OK, but he kept his foot down and the car went spinning along those wide streets they have in Buenos Aires. If we hadn’t hit that barrier we’d have crashed into a bunch of other cars and died right there.


I braced my hand against the front seat and saw I was bleeding badly. I felt groggy. My other hand, that looked broken. But the worst part was that the guy sitting next to me had gone flying across the seat, and hit me very hard. I ended up with a collapsed lung and eight broken ribs. I was bleeding from my mouth too, which made it hard to breathe. At least all the wine and champagne I’d had to drink meant it didn’t hurt so much.


They put me in a neck brace and rushed me to hospital. I was in a daze when we got there – one of the doctors in the corridor was screaming, ‘I have Durán’s watch! I have the watch of “Manos de Piedra”!’


I was mostly worried about my son. ‘Where’s Chavo?’ I kept screaming. ‘Where’s Chavo?’ Please, I prayed to God, it’s OK to take me, but not him – please not him. Then I saw him, with an IV line dangling from his arm. He was hurt, too, but not as bad as me, although he pissed blood for three days.


In Panama, however, they killed me off. News had got around that I’d had an accident, and before I could say anything they were reporting that I’d been killed in the crash. The rumours sent the country into a frenzy. Because they thought I was gone they started selling sweaters, key chains, trinkets, souvenirs – all sorts of crap with my name or photo on it. Back in the hospital I laughed my ass off.


It wasn’t so funny for my family back home, though. The day after the accident my brother Pototo opened the door to a neighbour who said, ‘Are you watching the news about your brother? He’s in a critical condition’ – and from that moment they’d been desperate for news. Pototo didn’t know what to do, so he called my wife, Fula. At least Fula was able to fly to Buenos Aires and calm everyone down.


It turned out one of the ribs had punctured my lung, which led to water on the lung, so the doctors kept me in to operate two days later once the bruising and swelling had gone down. And then I got an infection.


That, I was told later, was when I went into cardiac arrest for two or three minutes. If it had been anyone else, the doctor said, I would have stayed dead. But my good health and physical strength meant I didn’t die, thank God.


When I came round, everything was white. Chuleta! I thought I had died. ‘Am I in heaven?’ I cried.


‘Not yet, Cholo,’ said an old guy next to me. ‘Not yet!’


That’s when the doctor finally gave it to me straight: my lung had suffered a lot of damage, and I should consider myself lucky to be alive. ‘Durán, no more fighting. You’ve got to retire.’ I wasn’t going to argue with the doctors.


I was finally able to come home on 16 November, nearly six weeks after the accident, and the doctors had told me I needed four months more to fully recuperate. It had been really, really rough – I’d cried with the pain.


And so, in January 2002, I retired. I guess I was OK with leaving the sport like that, though before that accident I’d never given any thought to retiring, not even a few months earlier when I’d lost to Héctor ‘Macho’ Camacho. If I hadn’t been hurt so badly in that accident, I don’t know if I would have carried on fighting. In fact, being in good shape from that Camacho fight is probably what saved me in the crash.


But even though I was fifty when I retired I would gladly have beaten the crap out of all the deadbeats in the sport. The same goes with the boxers today: Pacquiao, Mayweather – they’re pitiful. I could have beaten all of them.


Throughout my entire boxing career – thirty-three years – I never thought anyone could beat me. I never thought bad things would happen to me in the ring. I was going to win, or I was going to knock someone out – I did a lot of that. Just look at my record. I beat the American idol, Sugar Ray Leonard. Knocked out Puerto Rico’s hero, Esteban de Jesús. Wilfred Benítez. Iran Barkley – people thought Barkley was going to kill me. I nearly killed him. Remembering things like that makes me laugh.


My strategy was very simple. In my personal life I am not an animal, but in the ring there was an animal inside me. Sometimes it roared the moment the first bell rang. Sometimes it sprang out later in the fight. But I could always feel it there, driving me and pushing me forward. It’s what made me win, what made me enjoy fighting.


The worst thing you could do with me was be scared, because I’d smell that fear. I never feared anyone, even when I was a kid. I grew up on the streets, and after the childhood I had, who the fuck was I going to be scared of? I fought in the streets before I ever fought in the gym. I’d go to the corner and tell Plomo, my first trainer, ‘He hit me hard, but I’m going to hit him harder.’ Plomo saw that instinct. The streets taught me everything I needed to know about life and boxing.


Boxing has given me everything. I’ve met the rich and famous. Frank Sinatra, Bob Hope, Sylvester Stallone, Robert De Niro, Diego Maradona. I’ve travelled the world. New York, Las Vegas, Atlantic City, Montreal, London, China. Panamanians love me. They adore me. I’m an idol in my country, but sometimes I think the gringos love me even more. I’ve been honoured by presidents – great presidents like Nelson Mandela. Partied in limousines and private planes chartered by the government. I’ve slept in Panama’s presidential palace. Dined and gotten drunk with Hollywood stars, played and sung with some of the Latin salsa greats. I’ve bought dozens of cars, drunk the best wines, eaten delicious steaks. Boxing gave me all that, and more. So I drink a lot sometimes – so what? Life’s meant to be enjoyed, and mine’s been a party. ‘La jodienda,’ Latin people call it.


Boxing is part of my life, but so are my family and friends. It’s tough to keep it all in focus all the time from when you’re a pelao, a kid, to when you’re a man touching fifty who’s still fighting for his family, for his pride, for all those fans – for the joy of being respected by the people he cares about.


I’m a family man who loves his wife, but I’ve also slept around and fathered other children. I make no apologies for that. As world champion, as one of the most famous and honoured men in Panama, I’ve been around temptation every day, and I’m not going to say sorry for the things I’ve done. Thank God I have a beautiful, intelligent, forgiving, loving wife. I also have five beautiful children with Fula – three boys and two girls. They’re everything to me – gifts of God.


You’ll always find me in a good mood. And if I do get in a bad mood, I’ll snap out of it in an instant. Maybe that’s why I’ve always struggled to make weight. When you’re a world champion and have achieved all you want, it’s hard to keep engaged. I’d fight, then drink, party and gain weight. I’d have to lose twenty, thirty pounds in a month – it was like shedding tears of blood. And I’d still win. I loved to box, but I also loved the other things in life and I was never going to deny myself. It drove my trainers and managers crazy. But they weren’t the ones out there busting their ass in the gym and winning all those fights. I was the one who made them famous, not the other way around.


Just look at my record. Over a hundred victories, seventy by knockout. Five world titles in four different divisions. I was a world champion at twenty-one. A champion again at thirty-seven. I fought into five decades, from 1968 to 2001. People rate me as the greatest lightweight of all time. And why not? I think I am. ‘There is only one legend,’ as I’ve often said, ‘and that’s me.’


Manos de Piedra. Hands of Stone. El Cholo.
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STREET FIGHTING MAN


I am a child of the streets. My neighbours were thieves, whores and murderers. My father wasn’t around and I never made it past third grade. I still don’t read or write much, but I know what poverty is because my childhood sucked. Mierda. Shit.


To this day I believe that boxing champions never come from rich neighbourhoods. They come from the barrios, the gutters – it’s God’s law. God wrote the script for me before I was born. All I had to do was follow the path He set for me. It wasn’t an easy one. Sometimes I had to sleep on the streets with a newspaper for a blanket. Good weather, bad weather, didn’t matter; rain or hot as hell. ‘A gypsy,’ my manager Carlos Eleta once called me. ‘He likes to be free.’ OK, a gypsy, but I survived.


When you’re a pelao – the nickname they give street kids in Panama – you don’t think about what you have or don’t have. You live from day to day – every fucking day. You struggle to find food to eat. You struggle to keep your brothers and sisters safe. I was too young to process any of this at the time, of course, and even now I don’t think much about it, but I know it’s there, and even when I became rich I never forgot where I’d come from. I didn’t have any toys, no fancy trucks for my birthday, no fancy clothes. None of that shit. It was all about lo que necesitas – what you need.


I was born in the arms of my grandmother, doña Ceferina García, on 16 June 1951, and given the name Roberto Durán Samaniego. My mother was late for everything, and she couldn’t even get to the hospital in time. When the contractions started, she stayed home, and so I was born at Casa de Piedra, la Avenida A (no. 147), cuarto 96, in El Chorrillo, a working-class neighbourhood down by the water in Panama City, not far from the entrance to the Panama Canal.


Panama in the 1950s was a rough country, not like now. The government didn’t give a shit about stuff like education and keeping people safe. The Panama Canal was causing a lot of tension. Students were demonstrating against the United States and getting into fights with the National Guard. There was a lot of violence, rioting – nothing for the people but despair and poverty. When I was born you arrived in the world naked and had to look after yourself straight away, because no one else was going to do it. Just ask my mother.


My mother, Clara Esther Samaniego, was Panamanian, but my dad, Margarito Durán Sánchez, was a Mexican soldier with Cherokee blood. He made me and then left when I was one and a half. I wouldn’t see him for another twenty-one years, when I was fighting professionally in Los Angeles, and then I didn’t see him again. All those years he was gone from my life I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about him. Why should I? He was nothing to me.


My dad met my mother when he was working as a cook with the United States Army in the Panama Canal Zone. She was twenty at the time, and before he left he would father another son, Alcibíades, with her, but this child died of a heart problem when he was two. He was buried in a cemetery for poor families – we barely had enough money for food, so how were we going to afford a tombstone? My mother already had another son, Domingo (‘Toti’), from a relationship with a Puerto Rican man, and a daughter, Marina, after a relationship with a Filipino. Life wasn’t easy, but she didn’t make it any easier for herself or us.


There were definitely no fancy homes in El Chorrillo, just wooden tenements – slums, even – and lots and lots of bars. Most people who lived there were immigrants working on the construction of the Panama Canal, mainly from the Caribbean, which was even poorer than Panama back then. There were some bad people there, guys who hustled for money by stealing cigarettes and beer from the US Army bases, but there were some good people too, teachers and clerks, who looked out for us kids.


I didn’t go to school much, because I didn’t have to. I wasn’t interested and there wasn’t much point. When I did go, I’d just have breakfast and then leave, since we didn’t have money for anything. I had this little box that contained stuff to shine shoes with, and I’d go home from school, change my clothes, and go out again to shine shoes. And that’s how I started my life – shining shoes on the pavement when I should have been at school.


It was just as well I didn’t spend much time at school, because whenever I did go I ended up getting into fights and getting kicked out. Back then I was more of a wrestler, preferring to pin people to the floor, but even then, just like in the ring, I never backed down. It wasn’t my fault, though. The kids from the fifth and sixth grades would always pick on the pelaos from the first grade. So one day, one of the sixth graders starts picking on one of the first graders. I jumped in, decked him, and left him gasping for air. They took me to the principal’s office, and this time they kicked me out of school for good. My mother took me to another school, and the same thing happened. In the end I stopped going to school altogether, and every morning I’d leave the house to shine shoes and sell newspapers with my elder brother Toti.


I call it home, but there was nothing there for me. No dad, and a mother who wasn’t very interested in me. She’d get tired of looking after me and send me off to Guarare, where my grandmother lived. That was about 150 miles away, so I’d have to get in this fucking truck used to transport chickens. For eight fucking hours. Chuleta! And my grandmother was just as bad. Whenever I turned up she tried to palm me off on other relatives, and if they wouldn’t have me, then to her friends. She always said to me that there were too many kids, and not enough money. It was true – there were days when we had no food, nothing to eat, and as a result we learned early in life to fend for ourselves. From the moment I started running the streets I was helping my mother, Toti, my sister, and my other brothers and sisters – between us we did what we could just to stay alive.


I would do anything to try and get money for my family, even though I was only a child. I’d go out and chop wood, and then use the money to buy milk and rice, and that’s what we’d have to eat that day. But my family was only one of many who had this kind of life. There were a lot of pelaos just like me. One of the religious groups would raise funds for a Christmas party for the pelaos by selling raffle tickets for two dollars. The prize was a gallon of Johnnie Walker Black. A lot of men bought those tickets.


We’d jump the fence into the fancy part of the neighbourhood called La Zona, to look for food in dumpsters. People who had more money, and the gringos who worked on the Canal, they’d throw away the food they didn’t want, which was great for us. Those days when we could all eat properly were real celebrations!


I eventually met a street performer and hustler named Chaflán – that’s what everyone called him, though his real name was Cándido Natalio Díaz. Everybody said Chaflán was crazy, but he was a good guy, and for me he was a legend. He wore a sailor’s hat around town, dancing at the cantinas. There would always be ten or fifteen kids around Chaflán, including me, following him everywhere. We’d jostle round him, making faces while he danced, doing flips in the air, handstands, hoping people would throw money at our feet. He knew what it took to get the nickels and dimes – that’s why we stuck with him.


It was spending so much time with Chaflán that made my arms so strong. Every day I’d be performing – standing on my arms and doing flips in the air, performing tricks and hoping passers-by would throw us a dime or two. We were still street urchins – they called me ‘Cholo’ or ‘Cholito’ because of my mixed Indian and white heritage; I had my father’s nose as well as his blood. Sometimes when he’d made enough money Chaflán would take us to the beach and give us lunch. Afterwards, he’d make us wrestle until we were covered in sand. Back then, wrestling was very popular, and a lot of wrestlers would come to Panama. Then we’d go in the sea to wash the sand off, and then to a Spanish restaurant called El Gato Negro, where we’d have shrimp, yellow rice and a glass of water, and we were good to go.


We figured out ways to make ten cents here and there hustling in the streets. Chaflán would gather seven or eight kids to sell papers on Avenida 4 de Julio, and we’d get up really early and go with him to the printworks of the newspaper La Estrella de Panamá, where the papers would come rolling off the presses around 5 a.m. There was a window where you picked up the papers, and the first kids to get a bundle would sell them fast, but it was harder for little kids like us. The bigger kids always outmuscled us and got to sell more.


When we weren’t selling newspapers, Toti and I would shine shoes in a place called Calle Gota. When the American soldiers working on the Panama Canal left to go party and chase prostitutes, we would hustle them. The first English word I learned was ‘shoeshine’. That’s what I used to say to all the gringos to hustle a dime or a quarter: ‘Shoeshine? Shoeshine?’


It worked like this: I shined shoes while Toti kept lookout, because there was always a guard at the corner of the street, even at midnight. If the police came he’d shout ‘Cops!’ and we’d go hide behind a building. Sometimes we’d get caught, and have to go to juvenile court, maybe spend the night in jail, before they released us the next day. The cops were always harassing us street kids, putting us in jail for petty offences, but we didn’t care: as soon as they let us out we would go shine shoes again. Same shit, every day. We’d carry on getting our ten cents a pair, and every so often when I’d got five dimes together I’d go to the movies. The rest I’d always give to my mother, because she had more mouths to feed and needed it more than I did.


I’d take the money and go to our local church, Iglesia de Santa Ana, to light candles for my brothers and sisters and ask the saints to protect them. If I had the money I would light a candle for each of them, a dime a time. I would honour all saints – I didn’t have a favourite until my mum made me honour hers, the Virgen del Carmen. She is patroness and protector of all seamen and fishermen. Years later, I remember, I was going to a pre-fight press conference in Cleveland with my former manager Luis de Cubas, when the plane ride got really, really rocky. ‘Don’t worry,’ I told him. ‘When I was small I shined shoes every day to help out my mum and brothers. But before I went back home I always went to church to light a candle for my family so God would help them. God is always going to do right by me. We’re not going to die.’ And I was right.


When I was growing up, nothing much changed from one day to another. I hustled for small change. I sold the newspaper. Sometimes I worked in a store cutting ice and distributing it. Thank God I wasn’t a thief, and I’ve never smoked in my life. Even then I liked a drink now and again, but, though I saw it every day, I never went in for drug-taking – I am proud of that.


When I wasn’t shining shoes or selling newspapers, I’d wake up at 5 a.m. and wait for the market to open. The elderly people who shopped there were often frail, so Toti and I would hold their bags for them while they did their shopping, and when they were good and full we’d carry them to their cars or back to their homes. Then we’d get tips, five or ten cents. There was a lady who sold chicha, which is a kind of drink made from corn, and arepas, a flat-bread made from ground maize. Once I’d got my first ten cents I’d buy an arepa and a drink.


My other treat would be movies. I loved the pictures, and went whenever I could. I’d watch anything – action movies, Blue Devil cartoons, King Kong, cowboy films, horror movies like Zombie Against the Mummy, and films featuring my favourite Mexican wrestlers El Santo, El Vampiro, Huracán Ramírez and Black Shadow. I didn’t understand a word of English, but I still loved them! The theatre would open around 1 p.m., and it cost twenty-five cents to get in. After the first screening I’d ask the person in the box office if I could go out, and then I’d go to a restaurant and beg for bread and water, which I could get for free. I’d go back to the movies with the bread in a bag and watch another one. There were a couple of places I loved going to: Teatro Presidente and Teatro Tropical. At Teatro Presidente, I once met Miguel Manzano, a famous Mexican actor, and when he came out I said, ‘Can I clean your shoes?’


‘How much?’


‘Ten cents.’


So he reached into his pocket, pulled out some Panamanian coins, and I pointed to the right one. At Teatro Tropical I also met Demetrio González, a Mexican film actor and singer of ranchera music, and there was another Mexican actor I met at the Teatro Apolo. I paid thirty-five cents to watch a show, and I asked him if I could wear the big Mexican hat he had on.


‘Put it on, son,’ he said. I thought that was very cool. I must have been ten years old – I’ll never forget it. To us these guys were proper stars, and for weeks I’d boast about seeing them.


There wasn’t much in the way of fun and diversion. There was a pool in the neighbourhood which all the pelaos loved to go to. One day I jumped in while there was a practice going on for a swimming gala. All I wanted to do was take a dip and cool off, but I didn’t know how to swim and started to sink, and everyone could see I was drowning. All these people jumped in to save me.


‘Hey, pelao, we can’t have you here,’ the lifeguard said as they kicked me out.


So I started going to the beach to learn to swim, and eventually came back and told the guy who ran the pool, ‘Señor Toto, I am ready to compete.’ He put me in the middle lane. When the starter’s gun went off, boom, I jumped. My main competition was a bigger guy, but I finished tied with him.


‘You can come and practise every day,’ said Señor Toto. But I never got into it. I didn’t want to swim. I didn’t want to compete – any of that nonsense. I just wanted to show him that I could win if I wanted to.


By the time I was eleven or twelve, Toti and I had found work doing odd jobs at a hotel called the Roosevelt, owned by a guy named Jose Manuel Gomez, known as ‘Viejo’ – old man. Toti had actually stayed at the hotel, living in a storage facility there, and he asked me to move in with him during that time. It was a popular place with Americans, especially soldiers, and we worked with the maintenance crew fixing up the hotel and doing the jobs no one else wanted to do, like throwing out the garbage. We did a good job and Mr Gomez took a liking to me, so I got put on repairing chairs, cleaning the lavatories, painting walls, sweeping floors, picking up garbage.


One day I saw a bicycle in the storeroom. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Mr Gomez, who’d seen me eyeing it up. ‘It doesn’t have any brakes. If you try to ride that you’ll kill yourself.’


I wasn’t listening, of course. I took the bike out for a spin around eight o’clock, and I’m hurtling down this hill, scared out of my mind because all these cars are hurtling past me in the opposite direction. Chuleta! I put my feet on the ground to try to stop the bike and they got all tangled up. The bike went flying, and so did I. When I finally came to rest I was all banged up. My head was bleeding, my arms were all grazed, and I walked back to the hotel with that beaten-up bike and put it back, hoping Mr Gomez would never notice it now looked like crap. Of course he did notice, but he just laughed at me for not listening to him. ‘Told you so!’ he kept saying. He was right, though, and I hurt for weeks afterwards.


We’d also go to La Zona, the exclusive district where gringos and rich Panamanians lived, and steal mangoes. It was a restricted area – only workers with permits were allowed there – but the best mangoes were in La Zona. We were breaking the law and in danger of getting arrested for trespassing, but there were no mangoes in El Chorrillo. We’d go three at a time and cut through the fences to get the best mangoes where the other kids didn’t dare go. Some kids stayed at the fence to look out for the cops while the others went for the mangoes. It was then that all the swimming practice came in handy, as we’d have to swim two miles to get there, load up, and then swim two miles back with the sacks floating either side of us. Then when we got back to El Chorrillo there’d be a bunch of older kids waiting for us. They’d jump us, beat the crap out of us and steal our mangoes. If we managed to avoid them, we’d sell the mangoes and buy food for the house. One day I got arrested after one of these deals – not a problem, it wasn’t the first time – and it turned out to be a big mistake for the cops, because when my mother came to bail me out they decided we were so poor they gave her five dollars. Five dollars was a fortune for us, so I figured I’d better go and steal some more mangoes. Then I’d get arrested again, bam, another five dollars, thanks very much. From then on I was arrested every day! It was great!


We found other ways to make money. There was a place called Tiro Al Blanco, a shooting range where we’d watch the gringos practise. When they’d gone, we’d collect up the lead shells, while someone kept a look-out for the cops. Then we’d take them to a guy who’d weigh them and give you money for the lead. Whoever got to the shooting range first would pick up the most shells. They’d weigh a ton, but sometimes we’d walk away with six or seven dollars.


When we weren’t stealing mangoes my brother Toti and I used to deliver ice on a cart. At Christmas people would buy more ice for all the drinking they’d be doing, and I could make as much as twenty dollars, which would set us up for Christmas too.


There was one gentleman who didn’t have any money. ‘What can I give you instead?’ he asked me.


A pair of roller skates, I told him.


‘Count on it,’ he said.


The next day at the Roosevelt my brother said, ‘Look, this gentleman dropped a present off for you.’ That’s how I learned to skate. I remember them so well because they were the most expensive thing I’d ever owned. I didn’t grow up with things like that – my mother would say I didn’t grow up with anything.


I did everything I could to help my mother, because she was looking after eight children, by several different fathers. Three years after my father left, my mother had met another man, Victorino Vargas, fallen in love and had five more children – Victor, Armando (‘Pototo’), Chavela, Navela and Niami. My stepfather was a musician who played guitar for a group called Sindo López. It was at a baile típico, a Spanish dance, that they met. My mother did find a job babysitting, but it was about forty minutes away, so she’d take some of us with her and I’d go along with my shoeshine box and try to hustle for more money outside the restaurant nearby while my mum took the children to the park. But then she was fired because she wasn’t even a very good babysitter, so I’ve ended up supporting my mother practically all my life – still do!


Perhaps I wouldn’t have got into boxing at all if it hadn’t been for Toti. He was a boxer before me, and used to train at the old Neco de La Guardia Gym. He’d have this little gym bag with him. It couldn’t hold much: just the wraps, gloves and the mouthguard. It was more like a lunch box – even his boxing shoes wouldn’t fit in it. I couldn’t take my eyes off it: some day, I thought to myself, I’d like one like that. I was still only eight when one day Toti said, ‘Roberto, come with me.’


So we show up at the gym, and Toti says, ‘Wait here, I’m going to the changing room.’ I went and sat down in the stands. And then out he comes in his boxing shorts and robe! There was a professional boxer who trained there called Adolfo Osses, a bantamweight, and he says to Toti, ‘You going to help me train?’


‘Sure.’


As I watched the trainer put the headgear on my brother, then the protective cup, I was spellbound. I wanted that.


When Toti had finished sparring I asked him how I could get all that stuff.


‘Become a boxer.’


So that’s what I did. I went to the gym every day. But nobody wanted to work with me – I weighed 84 pounds. They thought I was a little pelao, too short and too light, and way too young. ‘When am I going to get a shot?’ I asked Toti one day.


‘You need a manager,’ he said.


‘A manager? What’s a manager?’


‘A manager is somebody who could help you.’ But I could never find one.


Finally, one day when I was thirteen years old I went with Toti to his weigh-in, and this guy didn’t show up – a 105-pounder. ‘I’ll fight!’ I told them.


Since I only weighed 84 pounds, the trainer put a rock in each of my shorts pockets so I could make weight. I made it to 100 pounds exactly! Toti didn’t want me to fight, because the other guy had a lot more experience – four, five, six fights – but I didn’t care. I just wanted to get in the ring, even though I’d only been practising on the bags and hadn’t done any proper training yet. ‘I am going to beat the crap out of him,’ I told the trainer. I thought I would win.


And so I had my first amateur fight. I lost by decision because one of the judges was the uncle of my opponent. And the other judges were related to him, too. I actually lost my first three amateur fights. The opponents were from El Marañón Gym, and they would bring the best fighters.


But at least I got three dollars out of the deal. A dollar went to my trainer, I gave $1.50 to my mother, and I kept fifty cents so I could go to the movies. This was the greatest thing ever, I thought – a lot better than all the crap I had to do on the streets to hustle for money. No more shining shoes or selling papers for me. I was going to become a boxer.


I wanted better competition, so Toti and I would go and train at the El Marañón Gym, which also had a basketball court. We’d show up at noon and have to wait outside for them to finish playing basketball before they’d finally open the doors, and then I’d train by myself. This was where I met Plomo, who would become my long-time trainer and friend. His real name was Néstor Quiñones, and he was a former amateur fighter. I went up to Plomo and told him, ‘I want you to be my trainer.’ I was thirteen.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘Show up at noon tomorrow.’ From then on he was my trainer, and in those early days more like a father. We called him ‘Plomito’. Plomo was special – he was tremendous at massage, for example. His brother Saul also worked with me. Plomo taught me some things, but when you are born to box you work things out yourself, and that’s what I did. But I would stay with Plomo until his death.


Although it was Toti who got me into boxing, he wasn’t my idol. That was another man called Ismael Laguna, who was Panama’s greatest fighter. They called him ‘El Tigre Colonense’, and he had become the Panamanian featherweight champion back in 1962. When I started to learn about boxing I realized he was the person I wanted to be. The first time I saw him fight was in 1965, when he faced Carlos Ortíz for the world lightweight title in Estadio Nacional in Panama City. I would have been about fourteen. I travelled to the fight by jumping on a cattle truck, but I had no money to get into the stadium, so I waited. During the last three rounds they opened the gates, and you should have seen the people rushing to get in – like a swarm of ants! There were so many people charging in, it actually broke the gates. It was the end of the fourteenth round by the time I finally got ringside, but I was mesmerized by the whole spectacle. I remember the trainer screaming, ‘Hit him with a jab. Left hook! Counter-punch!’ I was still a kid, but I knew then this was what I wanted to do.


Laguna won, and they gave him a giant trophy. When he came out I followed him to his car. As they zoomed off I looked up at the sky and told myself, I am going to be just like that man – in fact, much bigger than that man. And I meant it, because two years later I was training with him.


I was fifteen or sixteen and at my usual gym training every day. Laguna was still world champion, yet one of the guys at the gym got hold of me and asked me to come and train with the great Ismael Laguna. I wasn’t overawed. It didn’t worry me that he was my idol. I stayed focused in my head, knowing I had to box him. It was just another sparring session, and by then I knew what I was doing.


Most importantly, I knew what the other guy was doing. I learned to fight inside. It worked in my favour because it reduced the distance between me and my opponent, and I was able to get in powerful combinations. I had power and I was short – I wasn’t going to jab anyone to death. Not a lot of guys know how to fight inside, because they think it’s all going-for-a-knockout bullshit. I learned ring strategy, and I taught myself how to cut off the ring. I learned those skills by myself – they’re not the kind of things someone can pass on to you. You could jab me once, but not twice. You could hit me with a left hook, but not two. You could rock me with a right, but it wouldn’t happen again. I also learned, at an early age, to sense fear in my opponents. I could smell it.


Maybe it’s because I never spent much time at school, but no trainer I had ever changed me. The best lesson I got was getting kicked in the head, because then I really would learn to make sure it didn’t happen again. Some people think this is the hard way, but for me it was the easy way, perhaps the only way, I was going to learn.


I was comfortable in the ring now, but in my heart I was still a street-fighter. Around that time there was a guy in El Chorrillo called Chicafuerte Ruiz, a professional boxer who’d had more fights than me, and there were problems between our family and his, particularly involving my sister Marina. One day at home I was told what was going on, so I went round to the guy’s house to sort things out. Out came Chicafuerte, the more experienced guy in the ring, and a street fight broke out, with people urging both fighters on. ‘Chicafuerte!’ ‘Durán Durán!’ ‘Chicafuerte!’ I knocked the crap out of him; people were cheering like crazy. It was the first time my little brother Pototo had seen me in a street fight, although I’d already been in plenty. That was when he realized, he told me later, that I was a great fighter.


My amateur career was going quite nicely, and, given my track record, I fought some very good fighters, including Catalino Alvarado, who was considered one of Panama’s best boxers. Of course I beat him. I also beat Buenaventura Riasco, a top fighter from one of the top boxing clubs in Panama – I knocked him out with an uppercut. I thought I was a cert to represent Panama in the Pan-American Games in 1967 in Winnipeg, Canada, and beforehand I was set to compete in a Golden Gloves qualifying tournament.


But right before the tournament I ate something that made me sick – I’d bought something from a street vendor and they were fumigating the streets at the time, and I think some of that stuff got in my food. I felt really rough.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Plomo said. ‘Take two Alka-Seltzers and it will go away.’


I did, and at last I was ready to go. Then I drew the top two boxers in my division, who were trained by the police – at the time, the police department in Panama had all the best boxers. But I beat the crap out of both of them, and that meant I was going to Winnipeg, or so I thought. Then one of the colonels comes up to Plomo and says he’s going to send someone else.


‘I won the fight!’ I screamed. ‘I’m going!’


‘Shut up unless you want to end up in jail,’ the colonel said. That was Panama for you.


All this left me very demoralized, and I didn’t want to carry on fighting. Screw this. All politics. Bullshit. ‘Plomo, if this is the way it’s going to be, I’m done with it.’


‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a fight for you.’


‘I don’t want to hear.’


‘No, I mean a pro fight. You don’t need to fight as an amateur anymore.’


‘How much?’


‘Twenty-five dollars.’


‘Who do I have to kill?’


‘One of the guys who didn’t want to fight you as an amateur.’ And just like that, I turned professional.


Carlos Mendoza was from Colón, and he’d already won three or four fights. He thought he was marvellous, but I’d seen him fight and knew I could handle him. But then while I was training I broke my hand hitting the heavy bag, and when we got to Colón, the doctor said I couldn’t fight.


‘Please let me. I need to, for my mother, to put food on her table.’


So the doctor gave in. I met Plomo for a pre-fight meal of steak and salad, which would become my ritual for the rest of my career. I won my first professional fight on 23 February 1968, a unanimous four-round decision. I was still small, only 118 pounds. I was sixteen years old.


I loved to hang out with my brother Pototo around that time. It was tough for him living at home – there were a lot of problems. When he was six, our mother gave him away to some woman, exactly the same shit she’d pulled on me. He didn’t even know who she was. He cried because he didn’t know the family, and eventually a few days later my stepfather came to get him. I’m glad I didn’t find out what had happened until years later, because I would have been very pissed off. When I was on my own, I’d pick him up and we’d go out to eat, which he really enjoyed because he knew he was getting a good meal.


We always had good times together, although one time I got really scared that I’d seriously injured him. He was recovering at home after being hit by a car, and even though he was bedridden we ended up wrestling on the bed – we were still just kids – and he hit his head on the corner of the headboard and blacked out. Fortunately I was able to revive him by putting alcohol under his nose.


I made sure I always brought something home for my brothers, my sisters and my mother. I still do, because, whatever happens, my family comes before everything.


By now my boxing family was growing, too. My first manager was a man by the name of Alfredo Vázquez. His friends would lend him money so he could continue to be my manager and look after me. Shortly after the Mendoza fight, though, he said, ‘Durán, I have to tell you the truth. You’re maturing as a boxer, and I can’t be your manager any more. There’s a gentleman called Carlos Eleta, and I’m going to have to sell my interest in you to him. It wouldn’t be fair to you otherwise. I don’t have the money to take you in the right direction, much less feed you properly. Every day you’re growing and eating more.’


Eleta had been impressed by me – I’d been on a preliminary card with Jesús Santamaría, one of the fighters he managed, along with a number of other good fighters in Panama including Sammy Medina and Federico Plummer. But I had a lot more potential, Eleta knew, than any of those other guys. He asked Vazquez how much he wanted for Durán.


‘I’ve spent, oh, a hundred and fifty dollars on him. Give me three hundred.’


I was staring at them. Eleta gave Vazquez $300, and then he gave me $20. That was a lot of money back then. ‘I will always be there for you,’ Eleta said. ‘I will always have your back.’ And that was that. Vazquez sold me for a miserable $300.


‘We either sign a contract,’ Eleta told me, ‘or we shake hands like gentlemen.’


‘I’m a man of my word,’ I told him. ‘Let’s shake hands.’ I was seventeen – I didn’t have a clue about money and contracts. All I wanted to do was box, and if I could do that and put food on the table I was happy. So we shook hands like gentlemen, but we never signed a contract. The only contract I signed was when I fought, and then I would sign the contract and Eleta would cash the cheques. Of course, Eleta would go on to say that that $300 was the greatest investment of his life. If I had known I would have asked for more money, but I had no idea then how much money I’d go on to make for him!
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