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  CHAPTER ONE




  A dozen bellies cozy up to the bar. Shots and beers for a small group of men. It’s nine o’clock in the morning, and drinking seems like a good idea. It had been this way at the Highland Tap for the better part of three decades, and if it stayed that way for three more, that would suit these men just fine.




  The Tap was their comfort zone. It was dark, and it was quiet. The faces were as familiar as the conversations. The tap was no-frills with a handful of tables and enough wooden stools to surround a small, oval bar. Pictures of fighters hung from the walls, local boxers whose images filled these patrons with a sense of parochial pride. If you grew up in Lowell, you were tough, because Lowell made you that way. There were times in Lowell’s history when it had been a good place to raise a family. The rest of the time, it was a good place to raise a little hell. Most of the men who ventured into the Highland Tap had done both.




  “This used to be one helluva tough town,” one man says to no one in particular. The speaker turns out to be Manny Freitas whose picture hangs on the wall only a few feet away. The photo was taken some thirty years earlier when Freitas was still able to pick up a few bucks fighting in small New England venues from Providence to Portland.




  Freitas had had the privilege of being knocked out in the first round by the great Marvin Hagler in Portland, Maine, in 1973, when Hagler’s career was just getting started and Freitas’s career was much closer to its end. Freitas reminisces humbly, “I’d seen him in the amateurs, so I knew he was a good fighter, but he surprised me with his hand speed. I never even saw the punches.” Hagler was supposed to fight a tomato can by the name of Curtis Phillips that night, but Freitas was the last-minute replacement. Freitas makes no pretenses about his boxing skills, never really thinking of himself as a boxer anyway. He never trained as a boxer. He was just a guy who got into a lot of fights. One of those fights was against a man with a machete, knocking Freitas into jail at MCI-Concord and a few more years in a work-release program in Lancaster. He had hoped to open a boxing gym with his brother, but he works behind the counter at the liquor store down the street instead. It’s a job, and Manny is in no hurry to get to it this morning.




  Freitas finished his boxing career with a record of 20-27-2. Besides losing to Hagler, his greatest achievement in boxing may have come when he broke Tommy Dragon’s jaw in Providence. Probably the best legal punch he ever threw.




  Freitas commands respect because, here, a man earns respect simply by stepping into the ring.




  “It’s still a tough town,” Freitas hears from across the bar. He thinks about some of the kids from Lowell, like himself, who regularly took beatings to make money.




  There was Roy “Baby Face” Andrews, who went the distance with Willie Pep for the World Featherweight Title in Boston in 1950. Andrews lost to a man who entered the ring that night with a record of 145 and 2.




  There was Blonde Tiger who lost more than 100 of his 155 professional fights in the 1930s and 1940s.




  There was “Irish” Jim Mulligan, the light heavyweight who wouldn’t retire until he had lost fifteen of his last eighteen fights.




  And there were so many more, including some who had enjoyed varying degrees of success, such as Larry Carney and “Irish” Beau Jaynes. Carney was a former New England middleweight and light heavyweight champion. He lasted longer than a lot of tough kids from Lowell, but like many of them, he was beaten by the drink. Carney died at the age of fifty-eight, on New Year’s Day 1992, after he fell down a flight of stairs and cracked open his head.




  Jaynes is the only man in history who ever held five New England titles at one time. He was the featherweight, junior lightweight, lightweight, junior welterweight, and welterweight champion, gaining and losing weight for each title fight. He grew up in the Acre, the toughest part of Lowell. He was eight years old the day he came home from school to hear his father say, “It’s time you learn how to fight. Tomorrow you’re getting in the ring.”




  That was 1955, and he stayed in the ring for the next twenty-five years. He started fighting at the Immaculate Conception CYO and in the Silver Mittens, moved on to the Golden Gloves, and kept his hands up until he was punched out. It took him 160 amateur fights and 95 professional fights, including 43 pro losses, to get there, and then he stayed there, in Lowell. He married Donna Eklund, a pretty young girl from a large Lowell family, and started working for the Lowell Department of Public Works some thirty years ago. Oddly enough, Carney had also married into the Eklund family, hooking up with Gail, the one known as “Red Dog,” the one with the long red hair. Without those marriages, Carney’s and Jaynes’s brothers-in-law Micky Ward and Dickie Eklund might never have been introduced to boxing, and many lives would have been very different.




  “It ain’t as tough as it used to be,” Freitas says as much to himself as anyone who might be listening. “Kids around here used to know what it was like to throw a punch and what it was like to take one in the chops. They used to choose boxing over drugs. Now, the gyms are empty, and you can spit in any direction from where you’re standing and you’ll hit somebody who’s ready to sell you some drugs.”




  Cleo Surprenant, the owner and tender of the bar at the Highland Tap, listens to Freitas and nods his head in agreement. Cleo, a white-haired, thin man in a red shirt buttoned all the way up, has the face of many a New Englander, friendly and worn. He knows that the pride of Lowell has taken some hits in recent years because of its failure to produce a boxer of any magnitude. In fact, the West End Gym on Middlesex Street, the gym that opened in 1970 and put up signs such as The More You Sweat, The Less You Bleed was gaining a reputation as an opponents’ gym. That meant that boxers from other parts of the state, such as Brockton or Southie, would come here looking for a kid who didn’t have much chance of winning. Opponents were just club fighters. The other kids were the contenders. Lowell kids climbed the wooden stairs to Art Ramalho’s two-ring, dusty gymnasium on the second floor of an abandoned textile mill and trained in isolation.




  Still Lowell had the occasional hopeful. Folks thought for a while that Jackie Morrell could have been a contender. He was one of the West End Gym’s top prospects in the early 1980s, but after losing his last eight fights he started to worry he’d end up like Ding Dong, the old fighter who was either punch-drunk from boxing or shell-shocked from one of America’s wars. The Lowell kids on the school buses used to taunt the old man, yelling “Ding Dong” whenever they drove by him. Ding Dong would chase the bus and hit it with his fists. His knuckles would bleed. Other kids would throw rocks at him. He would turn around and chase them. And this ritual continued for years. That was not the future Morrell wanted for himself; he hung up his gloves and passed the speed bag on to the next kid who thought he might be tough enough to climb through the ropes and up the ranks. But that kid hadn’t shown up in years.




  The days when there were thirty-five professionals fighting out of the West End Gym were long gone. Morrell quit soon after he was knocked out by Kevin Rooney and Marlon Starling. Another Lowell kid, a heavyweight named Don Halpin, fought some big guys with big names like Mike Tyson, Jimmy Young, Tex Cobb, and Tony Tubbs, but Halpin lost to all of them. In fact, he lost twenty-three of his thirty-two pro fights, getting knocked out fourteen times. He was a prison guard at the Concord Reformatory and only fought on the side for the five hundred bucks of easy money.




  Morrell was the same way. His real job was laying track for the Boston and Maine Railroad, but he’ll never forget the day he got the call from the West End’s owner and trainer, Art Ramalho. Ramalho, who had trained his own son David to become the New England featherweight champion, was known as the “Lowell Connection” because he had been delivering fighters from Lowell for the better part of three decades. If a boxing event needed four fighters, he produced four fighters. Usually they lost, but promoters knew that they could count on him to produce game, competitive fighters.




  So when Marlon Starling, the young up-and-coming welterweight out of Hartford, Connecticut, was scheduled to make his first appearance at Madison Square Garden and his opponent canceled on him the day before the fight, Ramalho got a call asking about Morrell. Morrell, who hadn’t been training, took the fight for four thousand dollars, and was stopped in two rounds. When he regained consciousness, he gave Ramalho his cut (one-third) and then bought a 1982 Corvette.




  But Morrell and Halpin stopped fighting in the 1980s, along with other promising young West End kids—Roberto Colon, Ricky Ca-maro, and Tom Ignacio. All of them eventually succumbed to injury, limited skills, or hard living.




  “We got no contenders here,” Morrell would explain. “Anyone who thinks he is goes down to Marvin Hagler’s gym in Brockton.”




  True, when the Petronelli brothers, Goodie and Pat, opened up their gym, the West End ranks were decimated. The last fighter with any real promise from Lowell was Micky Ward, the brother-in-law of Beau Jaynes and Larry Carney, but Ward had retired in 1991. That was three years ago.




  “Did you hear Micky’s coming back?” Cleo asks.




  “Micky Ward?”




  “Yeah, Micky’s coming back.”




  “He never left. I see him paving the streets all the time.”




  “I don’t mean he’s coming back to Lowell. I mean he’s making a comeback—to boxing!”




  That didn’t surprise Freitas, who attempted his own ill-fated comeback nine years after he retired, only to be knocked out in the first round again.




  “Yeah, I hear that cop, Mickey O’Keefe, has him in the gym, and they’re looking to get Micky on a card somewhere,” Cleo says while drawing another beer.




  Freitas knew about O’Keefe. They were friends, good-enough friends so that when Freitas was training for a fight, he’d use O’Keefe as a sparring partner. And when O’Keefe split Freitas’s eye open during one of those sparring sessions, there were no hard feelings. Their friendship continued even when Freitas was an inmate at the Billerica House of Correction and O’Keefe was a guard.




  Freitas could still remember the day O’Keefe was closing up the weight room by himself. Only four men were there at the time: O’Keefe and three inmates, Freitas, Joey Andel, and Eddie Fielding. Freitas watched as Joey and Eddie approached O’Keefe, intent on persuading him by any means possible to keep the room open a little longer.




  Joey started with this: “Fuck you, asshole! We’re not leaving!”




  O’Keefe, knowing that his job and, by association, his life depended on how he handled situations such as this, wouldn’t back down. Eddie threw the first punch, and Joey jumped right in. A real donnybrook ensued. O’Keefe was doing the best he could to fight off both of them, but he started to lose the battle when he was cracked over the back by a cue stick. That’s when Freitas joined the fight to protect his friend. Freitas the street fighter was accustomed to taking on two and three guys at a time, and he already knew the pain of being stabbed and shot, so he let his instincts take over.




  “O’Keefe is good people. He’ll take good care of Micky,” Freitas said. Then he added. “But isn’t it kinda strange for Micky to be working with a cop? I mean, after what happened and all.”




  Everyone knew the story, and nobody seemed to mind hearing it or telling it again, least of all Mike Lutkus, who was sitting on the other side of the bar. Lutkus looked up from his beer to recount the events of May 9, 1987. “I was there that night,” he says.




  Mike Lutkus was there pretty much from the beginning. He was Micky Ward’s cousin, and he and his brothers Jerry and Gary used to hang out with Micky and his brother, Dickie. Micky was the youngest, but even at the age of five, Mike remembers that Micky could hit pretty hard. He’d tell people, “We used to take him down to our house in the backroom, and we’d put the little gloves on him, and he used to come right at us. We used to bang each other good.”




  When the five boys weren’t shining shoes, they were in the gym or sneaking into Boston on the T. They got to know the conductor, Red, and if they didn’t have enough money, Red would give them five dollars, which was enough to get them to Fanueil Hall to hang out. They’d make their way over to the Garden Gym, the one up the street from Boston Garden, and they’d watch guys like Johnny Dunn, Marvin Hagler, and Vinnie Curto. Those were the days when it was still safe for five kids under the age of fourteen to walk the streets by themselves. Besides, it was a lot safer in Boston than it was in the Acre where they all grew up.




  “Boxing saved us,” Lutkus has said many times. “The Boys Clubs saved us. We were there all the time. That’s how Mickey O’Keefe found us. He’s the one who kept us out of trouble. None of us ever got arrested. At least not as kids.”




  That changed for Micky that night at the Cosmopolitan Café, a well-known danger zone that attracted all kinds of rough characters: druggies, bikers, transvestites, you name it. Micky had won his first thirteen pro fights. In the fight just prior to the Cosmo incident, he had beaten a kid named Kelly Koble at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas on the undercard of the Hagler-Sugar Ray Leonard fight. Hagler lost a twelve-round split decision, but Micky knocked Koble out in the fourth round.




  A month after giving Koble a beating, Micky was on the receiving end of a beating from the Lowell police. Micky tells the story this way:




  “I was out with a friend at some bars in Lowell, and we ended up at the Cosmo. I saw my brother, Dickie, in there, and some other guys. It’s a wicked bad bar, very violent, real bad. I was with my friend Mike Lapointe. His mother had gone out with this Puerto Rican guy and the guy had hit his mother. So, when my friend saw him in the bar, they started arguing. They took it outside and started fighting, beating the Puerto Rican guy up. Dickie comes out, and Mike Lapointe has this Puerto Rican guy on the ground, and he’s hitting him. And Dickie comes over and tries to help the guy out, saying, ‘He’s a friend, I know him.’ As Dickie’s picking the guy up off the ground, the cops show up and think Dickie’s beating him up. They tackle Dickie and now he’s arrested. Nothing you can do, and they’re walking him back to the wagon. That’s fine. Then they take him and pull him down, throw him on the ground. That’s when I went over and yelled, ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Boom! They must have thought I was gonna do something to them.




  “They dragged me, and got me on the ground. One cop was yelling, ‘Break his fucking hands! Break his fucking hands!’ I don’t know who it was who said it. I was cuffed at the time. They split my head wide open. I got seven stitches in my head, and I got my hands busted up.”




  The police account of the story isn’t much different, though the report filed by Officer Edward Dowling failed to mention Micky’s injuries or the fact that twelve other officers had responded to the Cosmopolitan Café on Market Street that night.




  Dowling details arriving at the scene and witnessing Dickie punching and kicking twenty-nine-year-old Angel Rosario. Several police officers attempted to subdue and arrest Dickie, but he punched Dowling several times and attempted to escape. Suddenly, Dickie’s older sister, Gail Carney, rushed from the crowd that had gathered and attacked Officer Dowling from behind. She kicked and clawed and threw a few punches that demonstrated she’d been around the fight game for a while, but after a brief struggle she was cuffed and led to a patrol wagon. Meanwhile, Dickie was finally captured and cuffed as well. Dickie continued to thrash around and was crying out for help. This time it was Micky who emerged from the crowd, throwing himself into the mix. He tackled Dowling, forcing him to the ground, and another man kicked Dowling while he was down.




  “It wasn’t me,” Lutkus claims to this day. “When the cops showed up, I was getting ready to run.”




  But Micky didn’t run. He never did, not in the ring and not in the streets. All he wanted to do was to get the cops off his brother. Once he had accomplished that, he was prepared to accept the consequences, but he had no idea what the extent of those consequences would be.




  “Crack!” Lutkus blurts out, pausing long enough to make sure his audience is properly startled.




  “Crack!” he says again, louder.




  “They banged Micky a couple of times with one of those long flashlights they carry around.”




  Those blows opened a cut on Micky’s head. Blood oozed down into his eyes, blinding him while a policeman’s knee was in his back and the cuffs were being slapped on his wrists.




  “Then somebody yells, ‘Hey, don’t do that! That’s Micky Ward.’ And one of the cops yells back, ‘Fuck Micky Ward,’ and another one says, ‘Yeah, break his hands so he can’t fight again,’ and then they cracked him again.”




  This time they delivered a crushing blow to his hands.




  “My hands were behind my back, and they were hitting them, a bunch of times,” Micky says. “I just feel as though I was gonna do something with my life, and they said, ‘Fuck this little punk.’ You know? I had just come back from fighting in Vegas. They probably didn’t like me, because I was having some success.”




  Or maybe it was because of who his brother was.




  Micky’s success would have to wait. His night at the Cosmo occurred ten days before he was scheduled to fight in Corpus Christi, Texas, on national television against a contender named Joey Belinc. Micky would have made twenty-five thousand dollars for that fight—by far his biggest payday to date. Instead, he had to cancel the fight because of a broken left hand and a swollen right hand. Micky’s replacement won a unanimous decision over Belinc.




  Micky never got as far as the hospital the night of the Cosmo melee. He sat in the patrol wagon while his brother and sister were arraigned for assault and battery, disorderly conduct, and marijuana possession. Dickie was also charged with assaulting Rosario, although Rosario never claimed that Dickie had struck him.




  “It wasn’t Dickie’s fault,” Lutkus tells the bar. “He really was just helping the guy up, but when the police arrived, Dickie was holding the guy, and I’m sure it looked to the cops like Dickie was involved. It’s not like Dickie had made himself any friends on the police force.”




  For his part, Dickie treated the incident as if it were just one of those things that happen in Lowell. He was not his brother’s keeper, and he took no responsibility for what happened to Micky that night or the impact it would have on his boxing career.




  “I was there and Micky just came on his own,” Dickie told the Boston Globe at the time. “Everybody blames me, but I didn’t take Micky down to the Cosmo…. He’s twenty-one years old. I can’t follow him around with a chain. He hits too hard.”




  With that, Dickie laughed.




  Though this was Micky’s first arrest, Dickie had already been hauled down to the police station on twelve different occasions. On a hot August afternoon the previous summer, a police officer was questioning Dickie on a street corner when another officer drove up in a cruiser. When Dickie spotted the cruiser, he sucker punched the first cop and took off. From petty larceny to public drunkenness and now his fourth assault charge, Dickie had established a reputation.




  So it wouldn’t come as any big surprise that the police would presume Dickie was the instigator of the brawl, or that they would use aggressive force to deal with him. And Micky? Guilty by association.




  “Oh yeah, it was a confrontation,” said Superintendent John Sheehan, though he denied his officers were unnecessarily violent. “I’ve seen it many, many times. Guys get together after the fact and tell you what you want to hear. Their recollection of the event breaks down. I’m here to tell you there was a confrontation. It was like most confrontations. It starts off probably verbal, and it tends to get physical.”




  “I don’t know what he was doing there that night,” Cleo says. “It’s one of the toughest bars in New England. It’s just a shame. Micky had a chance to go all the way.”




  By the time he got to the hospital that morning, the blood had already begun to calcify in the joints of his left hand, causing tendonitis that would bother him for the rest of his life.




  The next morning, Top Rank boxing promoter Teddy Brenner called Micky’s mother, Alice Ward, just to see how Micky’s training was going. Alice, who had taken over managing Micky’s career, had to explain that Micky would be unable to take that fight.




  “They were helping a fellow up from the ground,” she said, “and the guy was telling the police that Dickie and Micky were helping him. The fellow who beat him up went back in the bar and wasn’t there when the police showed up. They arrested Dickie, and Micky tried to calm things down and was arrested, and they beat him up, too.”




  Micky’s fight was canceled while the Wards considered a civil suit against the Lowell Police Department.




  “The family never did sue, did they?” Lutkus asks. Cleo shakes his head. But he wonders if they should have.




  “One thing’s for sure,” Cleo says emphatically. “That Micky Ward always put on a great show.”




  “Tough kid,” they all agree.




  But that was to be expected. After all, he grew up in Lowell. This is the kind of town where boxers breed. Boxers go to the West End Gym, and any number of similar cold, dark places with a scant number of speed bags, heavy bags, jump ropes, and mats for sit-ups. Just the basics. Boxers come without moms, or with working moms, and they walk or run to the gyms several miles away. More often than not, boxers grow up in poverty, and in ethnic communities such as Lowell’s Acre section, with its numerous Irish and Greek immigrants.




  Certainly, if a person had a choice, he wouldn’t choose boxing. But Micky really didn’t have a choice, not if he wanted more for himself than to be working on a crew paving the streets of Lowell. And he did. He wanted more than that.




  Cleo looks up at the photograph of Micky on the wall. He was a teenager when that picture was taken. He was simultaneously frail and sinewy. “Maybe someday,” Cleo thinks, “I’ll be hanging a picture of Micky wearing a championship belt.” And that makes Cleo smile.




  Mike Lutkus looks down at his watch and realizes that it’s approaching 9:30 a.m.




  “Shoot, I’ve got to get to work,” he says, as if that realization surprises him. He looks at his newly drawn beer and says, “It’s yours, buddy,” and then he bolts out of the Highland Tap. Some of the other men take notice of the time and quicken the pace of their conversations. They throw back their shots and drink their beers and also race off for work.




  Manny Freitas doesn’t watch them leave, but he hears the door slam behind him. He has time to sit a while longer. So, he simply stares at what’s left of his beer, and thinks about his days in the ring, the ones he can remember. Those were good days.




  “Good luck to Micky Ward,” he thinks. “Here’s hoping that boxing treats him better than it treated the rest of us.”




  He raises his glass to the skinny teenager on the wall, and throws back his beer. “Hit me again, Cleo. Hit me again.”




  CHAPTER TWO




  As Micky was planning a comeback, his brother, Dickie, was losing his battle with drugs. He had become a crack addict with an eighth-grade education and nothing to show for all the time he had spent in the gym.




  Dickie knew exactly when it all went wrong. It started several years and several armed robberies ago when his friend Chico offered him part of his kilo of cocaine. As a popular fighter known for his thunderous left hand to the body, Dick Eklund commanded respect when he walked through the streets of Lowell. This was his town, and everybody was either his friend or wanted to be. So this was not the first time he’d received such an offer, but it was the first time that he accepted. He grabbed the stash from Chico, chalked off a little bit, and was instantly hooked. The fighter stopped fighting and surrendered to the coke habit.




  The boy who had grown to be a man much faster than most became a boy again. Forgot his mom and dad. Forgot his little brother and his seven sisters. Sure, he loved them all. But drugs were his new master. Boxing would have to wait. All the hours of intense training, all the years of sweating, all the times he hemorrhaged from his nose or his eyes were swollen shut by the vicious attack of another muscular warrior—it all meant nothing. “He should have been a champ,” his mother laments.




  “He was a natural,” says Johnny Dunn. “He couldn’t miss. We should all be swimming in money right now. Believe me when I tell you, he should have been champ.”




  Dickie concurs, “If I did everything the right way, I would have been champ.”




  But Dickie did very little the right way. When he was just twelve years old, he was already lying about his age and his name, just for the opportunity to fight jockeys. That’s right—jockeys.




  Still not weighing as much as a slender jockey himself, Dickie would tell his mother he was going over to a friend’s house, and instead he would sneak down to Rockingham Park for amateur boxing night. Rockingham was a popular racetrack in Salem, New Hampshire, and boxing night at “The Rock” was heavily populated by jockeys. Dickie remembers vividly going up against one particularly strong twenty-six-year-old on two separate occasions, losing both times. But even if records of such events were kept, they would never show that Dickie Eklund ever fought there. When duking it out with the jockeys, Dickie went by the name of “Dick Huntley.” A trainer at the gym, who was looking at a poster of an old fighter named Def Huntley from the Bahamas, gave him the name.




  “He says to me, ‘You’re Dick Huntley tonight,’” Dickie remembers. And the name stuck well into his professional career.




  Dickie had been a frail-looking little boy, with a whiffle haircut, who occasionally had to ward off the bigger kids who wanted his milk money, but he learned early that he had a talent inside the ring. For example, when he was only nine years old, he began winning organized brawls. Ouchie McManus, a popular trainer at one of the Lowell gyms, would give about a dozen kids one glove each and throw them into the ring just to see who would be the last man standing.




  “They’d have a big battle royal,” McManus says. “They’d all whack it out. One kid would get slugged, and he’d come out holding his face. Pretty soon there’d only be two left, and it would really be a battle. He was the king, Dickie was.”




  But to Dickie, the king was Larry Carney. He stared with his mouth wide open whenever he got a chance to see his idol and brother-in-law fight. He also took some tips from his other brother-in-law, Beau Jaynes. He was always throwing punches, looking to spar, shadowboxing, and squaring off with his cousins, the Lutkus boys. And Dickie trained hard down at Ramalho’s gym.




  When Dickie was thirteen, he won the New England Silver Mittens, the precursor to the Golden Gloves. At age fifteen, he was still eligible for the Mittens, but he was too good and therefore potentially dangerous, so the tournament officials bumped him up to the Golden Gloves. His opponent in the finals was a defending champion at 126 pounds, but Dickie beat him pretty easily.




  “I didn’t get hit that much when I was a kid,” Dickie says. “I was fast.”




  He was also a natural southpaw in the ring, the nontraditional style in which a boxer leads with a right jab. Dickie was encouraged to switch to the orthodox stance, however, because it was sometimes difficult for lefties to get fights. There weren’t enough of them, so nobody wanted to fight them.




  Without school to take up six to ten hours a day, Dickie took various jobs in construction, trained as he saw fit, and daydreamed about one day being a world champion. There was, however, time left in the day for other activities. So, when he was sixteen, he came home and told his mom that his girlfriend, Debbie, was pregnant.




  “I couldn’t believe it,” his mother would say. “When could she ever have gotten pregnant? He was always home by nine.”




  Dickie and Debbie got married in a hurry, and their daughter, Kerry, arrived soon after Dickie’s seventeenth birthday. By then, he had turned pro, determined to follow his dream and provide for his new family. Instead, divorce was around the corner, and the Cosmo incident was just a little further up the road.




  “Fighters have been going [to the Cosmo] from day one,” the police chief at the time, John Sheehan, says. “I remember kicking Dickie out of there when he was sixteen. He’d just won the Best Fighter Award at the Golden Gloves. He was given a bowl, and he was drinking beer out of it. I sent him home, and I told Alice to keep him out of there.”




  Alice, who didn’t know that Dickie was slugging it out with jockeys at twelve and taking his five-year-old brother Micky by train into Boston and then by bus to Randolph to see his friend Bubbles Morcioni at thirteen, had no control over Dickie. Nobody did, not even Dickie.




  In his youth, he seemed to have a single-minded devotion: he wanted to be a world champion. That dream was able to lift him out of the streets of Lowell and across the Atlantic Ocean before his twentieth birthday. After building up a 10-1 record as a professional fighting exclusively in New England, Dickie took a fight in Copenhagen, Denmark, against a Helsinki fighter of little or no reputation named Erkki Meronen. He went six rounds with Meronen, losing on points because of a disputed head-butt.




  “He head butted me, so I butted him back,” Dickie claims. “There’s no way I was going to win a decision in his backyard.”




  Two years later, Dickie was back across the ocean in Wembley, England, taking on a former European welterweight champion, Davey Boy Green. Dickie lost that fight, too, but he was going places. unfortunately, he always ended up back in Lowell, back in trouble, and oftentimes back in jail.




  Folks who thought he might be the next champion from Lowell had to reconsider their optimism. Nothing underscored that point more than his fight with Sugar Ray Leonard in 1978. Sandwiched between the Davey Boy Green and Erkki Meronen fights, Dickie’s loss to the future champion and Hall of Fame boxer signaled the beginning of the end for Dickie.




  “I said if I can’t beat Leonard, I might as well quit,” Dickie tries to explain to no avail. It’s nonsense. Losing a ten-round decision to an Olympic Gold medalist who was undefeated in his first twelve professional fights isn’t an indicator that you’re worthless as a boxer.




  “I should have just kept going,” he continues. “I didn’t know I was as good as I was.”




  Maybe he just fought Leonard too soon. He was only twenty years old, and he didn’t have the benefit of the Olympic experience. He’d only had fourteen pro fights at the time and was coming off a loss, the third of his career. But Dickie’s mother was managing his career, and how could she pass up a chance to fight Sugar Ray Leonard? Everybody knew who he was, and soon everybody would know who her son was as well. Dickie wanted it, too.




  “I wasn’t scared of him,” he says.




  A month before the fight, scheduled for July 18 at the Hynes Auditorium in Boston, Dickie and a bunch of his friends took the short ride up to Hampton Beach in New Hampshire. Not surprisingly, he went to a bar and started drinking. It was the serious kind of drinking, the kind a man does when he wants to have so much fun that his troubles will disappear. It was also the kind of drinking a person doesn’t do just prior to climbing onto a motorcycle. But Dickie did it.




  “I was the lead motorcycle,” he recalls. “Everyone was following me, and I saw this girl in a bikini. I just turned for a moment, and then Boom! I hit a curb. The motorcycle stops dead, and I went flying over, landed flat on my back!”




  While lying in the back of the ambulance, Dickie began thinking about the fight that could make or break his career, the one he was supposed to be training for. He now had a built-in excuse if he didn’t fare too well inside the ropes against Leonard. Dickie showed up for the pre-fight press conference a few days later on crutches.




  “I’m fighting him?” Leonard asked.




  But Dickie was very fit when he stepped into the ring wearing shiny blue trunks and blue sneakers. He bounced around with a lot of life, but five thousand people watched Leonard win all ten rounds, nine of them unanimously. Still, Dickie has always been able to brag that he went the distance against one of the greatest. After all, Davey Boy Green didn’t make it the distance. Some eighteen months after his dance with Dickie, Leonard knocked Green out in four rounds.




  It took many years, but Dickie finally stopped bragging that he had knocked Leonard down during the fight. He never did. He was throwing his jab, but not with the intention of making effective contact. He was just trying to keep Leonard at arm’s length. As Sugar Ray started to land a few shots, Dickie appeared to lose his balance, and while accidentally stepping on Sugar Ray’s foot, Dickie shoved him to the ground. Dickie stood over this great, undefeated fighter, apparently unsure of what had just happened. Dickie bounced nervously into a neutral corner, while the referee notified the judges that it was not a knockdown. It was ruled a slip, but Dickie’s original version of the event was always aided by the memory of Leonard with his ass on the canvas. That allowed for a re-creation of the truth for several years, until the entire town, in an unspoken show of unanimity decided to forego the fabrication. Everyone always knew the truth anyway, so what was the point of retelling each other the same old lie?




  “No, I didn’t knock him down,” Dickie now says. “That was bullshit. He slipped.”




  Leonard told the Boston Globe six years later that his fight with Dickie was “One of my most disappointing fights. I had a problem with my weight, and it was my first experience with racism—the crowd. Dick and I were friends, but it was the crowd.”




  Dickie took the next year off from fighting, finally making his return at the Lowell Auditorium thirteen months to the day after the Leonard fight. He went up against Fernando Fernandez, a tough kid from Pawtucket, Rhode Island. Fernandez had beaten none other than Beau Jaynes, Dickie’s mentor and brother-in-law, on the undercard of Dickie’s fight against Leonard. And Fernandez would go on to beat Jackie Morrell for the New England welterweight title. But that night he lost to Dickie.




  That tells you where Dickie could have been headed. He had risen past the aging Beau Jaynes who was now fighting on Dickie’s undercard. He outboxed a talented kid who would go on to win a regional title. He had been to Europe twice. And still, he couldn’t keep his eyes on the prize. He lost a rematch to Fernandez in Boston a year later, and his career was completely rudderless.




  He started grabbing fights wherever he could find them for whatever money he could make, nothing more than three thousand dollars. In the summer of 1981, he drove up to Halifax, Nova Scotia, to fight Allen Clarke. It turned out be Dickie’s most violent fight.




  “It was the eighth round. I went bam with the right hand in the jaw, and he winked at me on his way back to the corner,” Dickie begins. “And I thought, ‘Oh my God! You’ve got to be kidding me.’ So, the ninth round comes. I went bang into his side. Once I hit him with that shot, I knew I had him.”




  With just a hint of jealousy, Dickie stops his story to point out that they call that hard left to the body the Micky Ward body shot, “but that’s my shot,” he says. Then he continues.




  “I could have backed up after that shot, but I remembered him winking at me, so I chased him to the other side of the ring, and I hit him, bang! boom! boom! One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten! Ten big shots! And his eyes rolled into the back of his head.”




  This time with just a hint of pride, Dickie explains that the Halifax news station that night introduced the boxing highlights by saying, “This is not for the faint of heart.”




  Dickie claims to have put Clarke into a coma, but the records show that Clarke fought for the Canadian welterweight title only five months later. Quick recovery.




  After knocking out Clarke, Dickie fought only nine more times in the next four years. Training became difficult for him because his trainer, Johnny Dunn, was in Boston. Dickie had a falling out with Ramalho when he turned pro. Ramalho had given him full use of his gym, trained him, and nurtured him through the Silver Mittens and Golden Gloves. Ramalho assumed that when Dickie turned pro, he’d still be his trainer, but Dickie had other ideas. He and his mother wanted someone with more connections, so they passed over the “Lowell Connection,” and went with the sixty-eight-year-old Dunn.




  “I trained Dickie myself for nine years,” Ramalho says. “He was a great, great fighter. But he kind of broke my heart, because he came to me and said he was going pro, but his mother wanted him to go with this other trainer in Boston, Johnny Dunn. Dickie was like one of my own kids. I expected to be training him when he turned pro. I just got so mad, I didn’t want nothing to do with him. We’re good friends now, though. He’s told me a thousand times his biggest mistake was leaving me, but you know how parents can be sometimes.”




  The decision to go with Dunn was a sound one. Dunn was one of boxing’s true characters. Born John D. Donarumo, Dunn had worked with former champions, such as Terry Downes and Bob Foster, but he spent most of his time working with the local hopefuls, Jaynes, Eklund, and Ward. He was a bit of a family caretaker in that way. When Dickie was about to fight Sugar Ray Leonard, Dunn told him in the locker room: “We’ll beat this fucker!”




  He promised both Dickie and Micky at different times that he would make them champions, but he died of heart failure in December 1990 without ever making good on those promises.




  “Johnny always had something to offer,” Dickie says. “He knew more than the trainers you hear about now, but he never got the recognition. We had to help him into the ring, but just having him around was like having someone around who was eighteen years old.” Dunn trained fighters up until one month before his death, but he was of little help near the tail end of Dickie’s career. Dickie began training in his own basement, but he was unable to find sparring partners and suffered from a swollen left knee that he hurt while jogging. He grabbed a three-thousand-dollar payday against a part-time fighter named Mark Harris in April 1982, but the fight fell through. He ended up facing a lesser fighter, Cesar Guzman, for less money. Guzman lost twenty-four of his twenty-seven professional fights, but his specialty was going the distance. Like many others before and after, Dickie couldn’t knock him out either.




  Dickie won the decision, and a year later, in 1983, he won the New England welterweight title in a split decision over James Lucas up in Portland, Maine. He beat Lucas again nearly two years later. And that was it. He hung up his gloves with an unimpressive 19-10 lifetime record. It means he was better than some, worse than others. But nobody knows if he could have been the best, or at least one of the best. Dickie was just another one of Lowell’s “should have beens.” Instead of raising a fist in victory and becoming a world champion, Dickie raised a crack pipe to his lips as often as he could and wound up as one of the lost lives of Lowell. In fact, he was one of the dubious stars of the HBO documentary filmed by his distant cousin, Rich Farrell, called High on Crack Street: The Lost Lives of Lowell.




  In the film, Dickie is seen walking around wearing a pair of shorts and a backwards baseball cap. He is emaciated, gaunt. He looks far worse than he ever did at the end of one of his twenty-nine pro fights. While holding a lighted match about an inch away from a homemade crack pipe, he pauses and looks directly into the camera and says, “I fought Sugar Ray Leonard on HBO.”




  He is standing in the middle of a rundown crack house off Branch Street in the Lower Highlands of Lowell. Curtains cover the windows, but nothing covers the smell, a mix of burning plastic, severe body odor, and rotting food. Furniture is sparse. The couch serves the dual purpose of being about the only place to sit and the place where the matches, crack pipes, and assorted other drug paraphernalia are “hidden.” A crack house is nothing but squalor. Even the crack addict wants to leave. The people who wander in and out are in and out of their minds. They are psychotic. Their faces are distorted. Paranoia strikes deep, and violence is always a distinct possibility. “It ruins everyone’s life,” says Brenda. She is one of the film’s main characters. “Nobody can handle it. I do it because I love it more than anything, more than life itself. But yet I hate it worse than anything. I wish I could wipe it off the face of the earth. It’s the devil.”




  Farrell, a former heroine addict himself says, “Crack cocaine is something you smoke, and it gives you this incredible high. In some cases when you’ve been doing it for a while, you get this incredible high for thirty seconds, and then you come right down, and you have to do it again.”




  For a mere thirty seconds of euphoria, the crack addict has to face the intense agony, hypersensitivity to pain, chronic nausea, and uncontrollable tremors of withdrawal.




  Dickie would spend days inside a crack house, stepping out only long enough to rob someone of his or her money to pay for his next fix.




  “I just knocked people out for their money,” he says. “I had to be sober to beat somebody up, because when I was high I’d do anything you want. If you told me to go sit in the corner, I’d do it and be happy.”




  But when the money or the crack ran out, Dickie would get clean and return to the gym and pick up right where he had left off. By the time, High on Crack Street was being filmed, Dickie was thirty-two-years-old and had been retired for several years, but he could still throw punches incessantly, and he could still outlast anyone in a sparring session. He had a motor and could go all day. Then he would go all night.




  “It’s a battle for the rest of your life,” Dickie tells the filmmakers. Then he calls his three-year-old son, Dickie Jr., over to him and says, “I love you.”




  “There’s no danger out there for Dickie,” Alice Ward says. “He can do anything he wants to do. Just say, ‘I’m not doing it today.’”




  But Dickie adds a truthful piece of personal reflection: “The biggest danger is the whole world out there.”




  Dickie, by the way, refers to High on Crack Street as “that scumbag movie.” He claims that Richie Farrell gave him money knowing full well that he would run out and get crack, and that would make the film better.




  “He’d stop by at midnight and give me fifty bucks,” Dickie says. “Sometimes he’d just come by to say ‘Hello,’ and then when he’d leave, there’d be a fifty on the ground. He left it there, and he knew what I was going to do with it. They never paid me for the movie, though. They got Emmy Awards, and I got nothing. Richie’s fucking blood, man. He’s fucking blood, and he does that to me.”




  The bloodline was such that Dickie’s maternal grandmother (Alice’s mother) and Richie’s paternal grandmother were sisters. Beyond that, Richie Farrell and Dickie Eklund simply grew up in the same town. They went to different schools. Richie’s father taught at Lowell High School; to avoid any conflicts of interest and to get him out of Lowell as much as possible, Richie was sent to Austin Prep, the Catholic high school a few towns over in Reading. Dickie and Richie didn’t know each other until they were teenagers, but everybody knew who Dickie was and what he was doing with his life. So, after six months of searching crack houses for the most articulate addicts, Richie settled on three candidates, Brenda, Boo Boo, and Dickie, and began shooting a documentary film in his troubled hometown for the next eighteen months. Dickie had actually lobbied for a part in the film. He was going to be a star.




  For his part, Rich Farrell says Dickie was never given any money during the filming, but that ten thousand dollars was put away in a trust fund for Dickie Jr. He suspects that the boy’s mother got her hands on the money and spent it.




  “Dickie would come to us and threaten to tell the newspapers that we were giving him money to buy crack, but that never happened,” Richie explains. “So, we told him to go ahead and do whatever he wanted.”




  Dickie never went to the newspaper. After all, he was a crack addict with a long arrest record and a bad history with the police. What could he say, and who would believe him? Instead, Dickie made suggestions on how to make the film better.




  “He wanted us to film him robbing people,” Farrell says. “We knew they were robbing prostitutes and Johns, and he wanted us to film that.”




  Dickie and a couple of his hooker friends had devised a creative scheme to victimize horny guys with money to spend. The girls took their positions on the street, and when cars driving by slowed down enough to indicate an interest, the girls would wag their tongues in a lewd pantomime. That would generally get a would-be John to stop. A girl would get in and direct him to a secluded place around the corner.




  Once the hooker had confirmed the mark had plenty of money, she would light a cigarette. That was Dickie’s cue to come screeching up in another car with his high beams pointed directly at the unsuspecting mark.




  “I would never tell them I was a cop,” Dickie says. “But everything I did made them think I was. I would yank them out of the car, pat them down, and I’d say something like, ‘I’ll bet you’re married, too! You scumbag!’ They almost always were. They were so scared that their wives would find out that by the time I sent them off, being robbed was the least of their worries.”




  Dickie never showed the victim a gun, but he always had one with him, just in case. For most of his robberies, he preferred a sawed-off shotgun. The rest of the time he carried a 9mm. Drugs and guns and hookers and jail. Dickie had ventured onto a road he’d never imagined.




  Dickie’s life of crime started small enough. There were a few early arrests for being disorderly or drunk in public when he was still a teenager. He took it to the next level with assault and battery and larceny charges in 1981, a month after his twenty-third birthday. He went the next five years without further arrests, which only means he wasn’t caught, but it was in January 1986 that he popped a police officer in the mouth and ran. Two months later, a man tried to break up an argument Dickie was having with his sister Gail so Dickie broke his jaw and robbed him. He then fought with the police who came to arrest him. For those offenses, which he admitted to, he was sent to the Billerica House of Correction for three months. While he was awaiting sentencing, he was released and fought with another police officer who was arresting him for being drunk and disorderly. There wasn’t much Micky could do to help his brother.




  “I was drinking one night,” Micky begins a story. “Just a couple of beers, but I hadn’t seen Dickie in a couple of days, so I went after him. He was in a house on Branch Street. I knew where he was gonna be. I get up there, and they tell me he’s not there. Somebody had told me he was in there. But at the door, they tell me he’s not. But I just go right in and everyone’s fucking scared of me, because they’re messed up, and I guess I was looking pretty angry. But I just plowed right through and started looking all over the house. Finally I find him hiding behind the shower curtain. He was all dressed and everything, but he was so stunned and whacked out at the same time when I pulled that curtain back. I just yelled at him for a while. ‘What are you doing? Where have you been?’ Stuff like that. Then I just left him there. There was no talking to him. An addict doesn’t want to hear you tell him what a fuckup he is. He gets enough of that. He’s got to do it himself anyway. The next day he comes up and says he’s never gonna do it again. I just stopped listening after a while. He never listened to me anyway. He’d just rebel and go back out there again anyway.”




  The next time Micky and Dickie saw each other after their encounter at the Branch Street crack house was at the gym. They didn’t speak about the incident. They just began working out. Micky was training for his eleventh professional fight against Randy Mitchum, which would be held at the Lowell Memorial Auditorium. It would also be Micky’s first fight on national television, and Dickie would be by his side.




  A day before the fight, Mitchum broke his foot, so Micky wound up fighting Carlos Brandi instead. Micky handed Brandi his first loss by knocking him out in the second round. Micky and Dickie were interviewed after the fight, and Dickie spoke proudly of his brother’s performance.




  “Each and every fight he comes out with something better. The reason he didn’t switch [to southpaw] was because we had gotten film of this other guy, and we found out the night before that we were fighting this guy. After we studied for him and trained for him, but Micky was ready for anybody tonight.”




  A few days later, the pride was gone from Dickie’s voice and the cell door closed behind him. He was in the Billerica House of Correction, which is just a short ride from his home. In jail, Dickie started working out every night, even contemplating a comeback.




  “There’s no beer in jail,” he says.




  He was released on New Year’s Eve, the biggest party night of the year. But he didn’t go out partying. But he didn’t continue his training either.




  “He kept saying he was going to,” Micky says. “But as the days went on and the weeks went on, it just wore off.”




  So Dickie returned to the streets, and five months after his release from Billerica, his evening at the Cosmo escalated into another arrest.




  Police Chief Sheehan was quoted as saying:




 

    First and foremost, Dickie is very concerned and interested in Micky’s career. Of course his heart is in the right place. But then you have to look at his lifestyle, his frame of mind, his approach to life. What are the proper influences for a young boxer like Micky? Is Dickie doing these things for himself? He has to do it for his brother. I’ve seen it generation after generation after generation. The similarities jump right out at you. All of these fighters have outstanding amateur careers. They win title after title and they have no trouble with the police. Then sometime between their amateur and professional careers, something happens. Every once in a while a kid comes along with the caliber of Micky Ward. In time, somebody’s got to come along, take him under his wing and keep him on the straight and narrow.


  




  That protective wing didn’t come until much later, in the second half of Micky’s career. In the early going, he had his mother managing him, and not particularly well, and he had Dickie training him.




  “Dickie should be more smarter,” Ouchie McManus said. “He’s Micky’s big brother, right? If Dickie handles him right, the kid’s going to make it. But life is one big party.”




  The party ended when Dickie stood in Lowell Superior Court on the morning of March 20, 1995. The charges against him: “… breaking and entering in the nighttime with the intention of committing a felony, masked armed robbery, kidnapping, possession of a firearm without a license.”




  Judge Wendie Gerahengorn ordered Dickie to serve eight years at the state’s maximum security prison, MCI-Cedar Junction in Walpole. His mother and three of his sisters were there for the sentencing. They cried. Dickie was led hurriedly away in cuffs.




  Dickie was late for court that morning. He had spent his last night as a free man with Boo Boo smoking crack. Boo Boo was kind enough to offer, “Dickie, you want to go first since you’re going up?”




  Dickie accepted and said, “This stuff destroyed me. It destroys everybody.” Then he flicked a lighter with his left hand, brought the pipe to his lips, and inhaled with inexplicable pleasure the very thing that had destroyed him. “We’ve had a lot of good times,” Boo Boo said.




  When Dickie finally did race up the court steps in his gray sweat suit, he was immediately admonished by the judge, but politely and apologetically, he explained his tardiness.




  “It was so important for me just to tell my son that Daddy’s going away. I’m sorry.”




  Dickie was going to jail because one of his victims finally went to the police with a story of Dickie’s violent, abhorrent, criminal behavior. On most days, a John went into one of several Grand Street apartments looking for a prostitute. Once the mark was inside, preferably in a vulnerable position with his pants down, Dickie would jump out of a closet with a shotgun, frighten the man half to death, steal his money, and send him away crying, thankful that he was alive and swearing to himself that he would never go looking to buy sex again. The victim would be too embarrassed to tell the police his story, not wanting his complaint to become public record. But on one bad day, September 20, 1993, Dickie ran into an innocent man, or someone who was willing to lie about one important detail.




  “Grand Street was wild back then,” Dickie recounts. “I had all the Cambodians doing whatever I wanted them to do. My sister Gail was on one side, and this other girl was selling crack in her house. Now, this guy shows up, and he claims he needed to use a phone. But he comes into the house, and I’ve got a bag over my head, and this other guy’s got a bag over his head.”




  Dickie never identified his accomplice, and he was never found.




  “Anyway, I’ve got this musketlike thing. It’s not even a real gun, but he thinks it is. I put the gun to his head, and by this time, the girl already had the money. So, I went in his car to see if he’s got anything else. He’s got golf clubs in the back, so I throw those out on the street. We got about seventeen hundred dollars and a set of golf clubs.”




  That’s Dickie’s story, and he’s sticking to it. The victim, a Pep-perell man, told police he had stopped to use a pay phone on Appleton Street, and that Dickie and his accomplice forced him back into his car and took him to Grand Street where they robbed him of 150 dollars.




  “That’s bullshit,” Dickie says. “The girl stuck her tongue out, and he came into the house, just like all the rest of ’em. He was there to pick up a hooker.”




  In both accounts of the story, the Pepperell man was released unharmed and went straight to the police, directing them to the apartment where the robbery took place. The police knew right away who they were looking for.




  “The next thing we hear is the cops are coming, so I run into my sister’s house and hide in the closet,” Dickie continues. “The cops come by and asked if she’s seen me, and she says ‘No.’ But I seen her. I was looking out through the closet door, and I seen her. She kind of moved her head in my direction while she was saying ‘No.’ I mean, I know she tipped them off. That’s all right.”




  To support his account, Dickie says he could have taken the matter to trial, and it would have been revealed that his fingerprints weren’t inside the car.




  “I never carjacked him, but I wanted it to go away.”




  He also claims that the police coerced the prostitutes into testifying against him by telling them that they wouldn’t have anything to worry about, granting them immunity, and offering them a new place to live. The cards were stacked against him, so he gave in, but it’s very important to him that people believe that he only jumped out of a closet with a fake shotgun, and that he didn’t bring his victim to the Grand Street apartment.




  “I did my time. Thanks buddy, you saved my life, but I hope he didn’t go home and give his wife AIDS, because all those girls on that corner had it. They all died.”




  Meanwhile, Dickie survived. He survived while wearing a green jumpsuit with white socks and flip-flops. In prison, he had two beds, no cellmate, and he says he didn’t sleep for the first year. He was unable to escape the truth that put him there, the guilt and remorse of what he had done, and the stench emanating from the toilet located just a few feet from where he slept. A man who had spent so much time in the stench and squalor of crack houses considered that toilet the ultimate indignity. “I fought Sugar Ray Leonard! Took him the whole ten rounds, too!” He thought to himself, and then he mumbled, “And now I have to shit in full view of anyone walking past those bars.”




  Dickie never even approached his full potential as a fighter or as a man, but the final bell had yet to ring. There was still time for both himself and his brother. As soon as he heard that awful clang of the cell door slamming hard behind him, Dickie started dreaming about training Micky again and, this time, turning him into a champion. That was also Micky’s dream, but he would have to get started toward making it a reality on his own.




  CHAPTER THREE




  Micky Ward could have been the junior welterweight champion of the world, but he had failed to make his dream a reality. He came from Lowell, a home to users, abusers, and assorted other losers. He had seen so many around him fall and fail. He had had a run of bad luck, bad management, and lingering chronic pain in his hands. He had absolutely no idea what his potential for greatness was, because nobody around him had ever reached his potential. If he quit, who would notice? Lowell had a lot of quitters, but Lowell also had a lot of fighters. Dickie Eklund was both. Micky Ward was a fighter.




  So, as he sat on top of a three-ton roller preparing to pave another street in his hometown, his body dripping with sweat as if he were once again training for a big fight, Micky began wondering why there were no more big fights. There hadn’t been for nearly three years, and there was nothing on the horizon. Nothing hurt quite like the stomach punch of untapped potential. Micky Ward looked down the highway he had just made smooth. He was good at his job. Heck, he’d be doing it since he was fourteen years old when he went to work for his mother’s brother, Gerry Greenhalge, at the Ideal Paving Company. He was paid by the day back then. Fifty bucks was good money for a teenager in 1979. It was here that he began to demonstrate that he liked a good challenge.




  Fourteen is too early to be entrusted with a large piece of machinery, but when he showed up to help his uncle one day, he told the foreman he had used a roller lots of times before.




  “Climb on up then, son.”




  Micky was initially startled and confused, but he was in the habit of doing as he was told, especially when he could make a buck doing it. So he climbed up on the roller and got it moving in the right direction. He was scared and repeatedly looked over the side to see how high up he was.




  “What are you doing up there, kid?” the foreman yelled. “You’ve got to keep that thing in a straight line. You’re screwing it up!”




  When Micky climbed down, he had more time to explain what he meant when he said he had used a roller many times before.




  “I used a hand roller,” he said. “I’ve never been up on one of those before. But I’d sure like to try it again.”




  And he did. Over time, Micky became adept at paving roads. He liked it too. It was an honest day’s work, and it helped bring a level of peace to his otherwise turbulent life. These were troubled times in the city of Lowell.




  Lowell was incorporated in 1826, but travelers had been visiting there and settling there since 1653. Some thirty miles northeast of Boston, Lowell was named after Francis Cabot Lowell, an innovative industrialist and inventor of weaving machines. At the confluence of the Merrimack and Concord Rivers, Lowell was a perfect setting for the cotton textile mills of the nineteenth century. Nearly six miles of power canals were built, braiding their way through the city, and once the mills began lining the Merrimack River and Pawtucket Falls, the city grew quickly. Some forty mills, five and six stories high, dominated the Lowell landscape, and by the outbreak of the Civil War, Lowell was the second-largest city in New England and the industrial center of the United States. The city’s cultural and ethnic diversity stemmed from the vast number of people who came from central and southern Europe, eager to work in the mills.




  An unknown Scottish visitor echoed the sentiments of many who considered Lowell one of the wonders of the world when he said, “Niagara and Lowell are the two objects I will longest remember in my American journey, the one the glory of American scenery, the other of American industry.”




  Leader of the “beat generation” and noted author Jack Kerouac wrote five books that were largely set in Lowell. It was his hometown, and he did a lot of his writing and drinking at Nicky’s Bar on Gorham Street, just around the corner from the Highland Tap. Nicky’s was owned by Kerouac’s brother-in-law, Nicky Sampas.




  In one of his novels, The Town and the City, he refers to Lowell as “Galloway”:




  

    The Merrimac River, broad and placid, flows down to it from the New Hampshire hills. The grownups of Galloway … work in factories, in shops and stores and offices and on the terms all around. The textile factories built in brick, primly towered, solid, are ranged along the river and the canals, and all night the industries hum and shuttle. This is Galloway, milltown in the middle of fields and forests.


  




  Lowell was a city that sprang up along the river and marched triumphantly toward the industrial revolution. It was a leader, strong, proud, and fearless in its heyday. But that was not the Lowell that Micky Ward grew up in.




  Micky was born October 4, 1965, and by then Lowell had already begun a steady decline, one that eventually brought this spirited city to its knees. The Lowell that Micky experienced as a child was wild, violent, and lawless. The city’s cultural diversity, which had always been one of its strengths, was becoming its greatest weakness—and potentially its fatal flaw. No longer were the immigrants merely bringing a cultural richness to the city, they were importing problems.




  Joining the French Canadians in Little Canada along the Northern Canal and the Greeks in the Acre along Market Street and Poles, Portuguese, and Russian Jews in various little communities within the city were the Southeast Asian immigrants and the Cambodian refugees. Ed Davis, a police officer who was on the streets during the drug wars of the 1980s and later became the police superintendent, gave a speech in August 2000, saying:




  

    Lowell’s population may well be more heavily Cambodian than that of any other city in the country. Mostly hard-working people with a tremendous desire for education and a strong work ethic, some of their children have, unfortunately, gravitated toward gangs. This has resulted in turf battles that turned deadly. Young children were killed in drive-by shootings. With other groups, the drug problem surfaced and became intractable; prostitution and related violent crime became common throughout the city.
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