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  Introduction




  I can still remember how it started. on a cold evening in June, in the South African winter of 1967, the sun disappeared behind our high garden wall. The darkness came and

  covered everything. It even swallowed up the white roses and the green metal swing at the far end of the lawn. I thought we might never see the sun again. I pulled the heavy blankets over my head.

  It didn’t help. I was scared of the dark. I was frightened of all it hid, of the sounds it suddenly made.




  The giant trees scraped against an upstairs window, clawing and tapping against the glass as if calling out to me. ‘Let us in,’ their leaves sighed, ‘let us in . . .’




  But, in the distance, there was another noise. It was like nothing I had ever heard before.




  ‘Tsa-huuuuunh! Tsa-huuuuunh!’




  It stopped; and then began again. I slid out of bed. It was worse not knowing. Holding my thumbs for luck, I slunk towards the window. I peeped through the zebra-patterned curtains.




  Lines of black men trudged along either side of the road below. Under the yellow street-lights their balaclavas made me shiver. Tiny mists of breath slipped from their mouths as they walked. We

  called them ‘natives’. I was never sure why, for it was just a name everyone used. The natives were not the same as us. They were black. They stayed in the shadows.




  Some of them stopped to watch another circle of black men. They threw dice in a pool of light which fell from the corner shop opposite our new house. Whenever one of the natives picked up the

  small cubes he would blow on his hands. Then he would flick the dice, and groan.




  ‘Tsa-huuuuunh! Tsa-huuuuunh!’




  It was supposed to feel like we had reached home. Earlier that day we had moved back to the town where I had been born six years before. Germiston, ‘the largest railway junction in the

  Southern Hemisphere’. Ten miles east of Johannesburg, it was meant to be a step up from the place we had just left. But we had never heard the moaning of natives in Witbank, which was

  Afrikaans for ‘White Bank’. I didn’t know what ‘Germiston’ meant. I just knew that it was different. Its natives sounded ghostly. They sounded angry.




  I closed my eyes again. I tried to listen for the trains beyond the gamblers.




  The night passed and I woke to a quieter sound. Grey doves cooed in the sunshine. The shop across the street looked like any other Greek-owned store you could see in Witbank. By midmorning even

  the dice-men looked ordinary. They were just natives, shuffling together for another game.




  I was a slow kid. I was strictly small-town then. It took me weeks to work out that their gambling was also a cover for the business they ran from the drains adjoining our garden. Whenever

  someone wanted ‘a nip’, he would take up a spot in the band and cry: ‘Tsa-huuuuunh!’ That was a sign for ‘The Godfather’, a fat black man called Samson,

  to wonder over to the drain, lift up the lid, reach down and bring out the brown bottles of beer. If the lookout spotted a blue police van, the lurching groans grew louder. It was better to be

  caught running a dice-game than a shebeen.




  As the months passed, I grew used to them. I liked the natives in our neighbourhood. They made me laugh. More importantly, whenever my football flew over the brick wall one of the betting-boys

  would wheel away to gather it in full stride.




  My favourite retriever was a wiry man the others called Cassius. It all began with Cassius. He was the one who hooked me. He juggled the ball like a black-faced clown, shifting it from a knee to

  a shoulder before letting it settle magically on his thigh. He pulled mad faces at me. One day, as he did his tricks with the ball, he sang a strange song: ‘Ali, Ali, float like a butterfly,

  sting like a bee, Ali, Ali, Muhammad Ali.’




  He flipped the ball back and dropped into a hunched pose. ‘Put your dukes up, baasie [little boss]!’ he whispered. ‘C’mon, float wit’ me, sting wit’

  me!’ Cassius flicked rangy left hands into the winter sunshine as his huge feet danced. He wore a pair of battered brown sandals which had split at the seams. They fluttered over the tar

  while the soles flapped up and down in a jitterbug of their own. Cassius’s fists flashed in the air. Breath snagged at the back of his throat and his voice became husky with effort.




  ‘Jy is die baas . . . jy is die baas! [You are the master . . . you are the master!]’ he said as he boxed against his shadow, dipping and weaving against the wall on top of

  which I had scrambled. His words chugged in a way which made me think he was going away like one of our trains. But the rumble soon turned into a lullaby.




  Ali is the master . . . Ali is the master!’ he half-hummed, half-sang.




  When he tired of hitting the thin Highveld air, he clasped his hands behind his back and swayed sweetly, sighing, ‘Butterfly, butterfly,’ as if serenading me.




  The shebeen drinkers dissolved into fizzing laughter. ‘Don’t worry, baasie,’ one of them called out to me, ‘Cassius’s just crazy!’




  ‘Who’s Ali?’ I eventually asked the insane joker.




  ‘The baasie don’t know?’ Cassius said sternly.




  I must have shook my head dumbly for he spoke more gently again.




  Ali is a boxer, baasie, the best boxer in the whole world. The heavyweight champion of the world!’




  I felt a thrill rise through me. With glistening eyes he told me how he himself was nicknamed after Ali – how Ali had been born Cassius Clay. I struggled to understand how one man could

  have two names. Cassius stumbled before drifting on to say that the extraordinary boxer was a black American. He was a dancer and a puncher, a fighter and a poet – the man who owned those

  happy bee and butterfly lines. And then, with a shimmy and a wave of his fist, Cassius was on his way back to the gambling corner.




  Samson ambled over to the drains while Cassius scooped up the dice. After he had blown on his hands, he echoed, ‘Float . . . float . . . float!’ He threw the numbers. Their final

  roll was greeted by a roar. Cassius had won. He flashed a thumbs-up. ‘Sting, my baasie, sting!’ He used his teeth to lift the top from the new bottle of beer. Cassius tilted it

  towards the sky. The thick beer bubbled and frothed through the glass neck and down into his gulping throat.




  One Saturday afternoon his sweating and bloated face swam into mind again. A dozen of us were jammed together near the front of the Rialto Cinema in downtown Germiston. All the boys, including

  me, were dressed in brown shoes, long socks, shorts, checked shirts and Brylcreem-greased short-back-and-sides. The girls wore sandals, party dresses and Alice-bands in their long hair. It had

  become the fashion to pack us off to the movies whenever another birthday arrived. While we weren’t keen on the mothers’ choice of The Sound of Music or Annie Get Your

  Gun, we loved the pre-film entertainment. I was big on The Lone Ranger and those zany serials which always ended with a woman tied to the track as a train raced towards her. The picture

  then faded into a ‘To Be Continued Next Week . . .’ promise. We howled in dismay.




  Each short was accompanied by fifteen minutes of ‘World News From Movietone’. We did not have television in South Africa, and so even old news at the movies meant everything to us.

  We loved the pictures of the Rolling Stones taking America by storm and seeing the goals from the previous year’s FA Cup final. But they were nothing compared to the mixing of Cassius and

  Muhammad on our Saturday screen. I was stunned by what I saw.




  Almost twenty-five years later I managed to track down a copy of that footage and, watching it in London again in 1992, I at last understood the enormity of what a boxer had done to me in a

  darkened Transvaal cinema. I could finally give words to the feelings of exhilaration and shock which gripped me that hot afternoon.




  The ‘Cassius’ jolted me the most, hearing the name of a native booming through the Rialto. ‘This is Cassius Marcellus Clay,’ the Movietone broadcaster intoned grandly,

  ‘the young Negro who could have become the greatest fighter the world has ever seen . . .’ I was surprised not to see my gambling boy but a much leaner and more beautiful face. I was

  even more astonished by the rush of words screaming out of his open mouth: ‘I am the greatest! I shook up the world! I’m the greatest thing that ever lived! I don’t have a mark on

  my face and I upset Sonny Liston and I just turned twenty-two years old. I must be the greatest! I showed the world, I talk to God every day. I’m the king of the world! I’m pretty!

  I’m a bad man! I shook up the world! I shook up the world! You must listen to me. I am the greatest! I can’t be beat! I am the greatest! It was no match. I want the world to know

  I’m so great that Sonny Liston was not even a match. I don’t have a mark on my face. In the fifth round I couldn’t see a thing. My face was burning and I whupped him. He

  couldn’t hurt me. I’m the prettiest thing that ever lived. I shook up the world. I want justice . . .’




  I had never seen a black man on the Rialto screen before – nor anyone as charismatic or supposedly deranged. I pulled my shirtsleeve angrily away from the clutching hand of the little girl

  sitting next to me. Like the rest of us, her mouth hung open as she tried to understand what was happening. ‘Who’s that naughty native?’ she asked anxiously.




  I thought of Cassius and the simple words he used. ‘He’s a boxer.’




  ‘The best boxer in the whole world!’ Cassius had said. A quarter of a century later, when I recognised more of what I watched, I saw what he meant. The newsreel showed Ali destroying

  Cleveland Williams with a speed which made the savagery look lustrous on monochrome film. He knocked down his opponent four times in the opening round as easily as if he was tipping over a

  skittling series of empty beer bottles. Cassius Clay, as the newscaster called him, was as slick as a seal purling through clear water. There were also more sombre moments when he planted his feet

  in the middle of the ring. He then appeared deadlier than a club beating down on a pup, his blows spraying blood from a cut he had already opened. But I was struck more by the ease and grace of his

  movements than the sheer violence. He popped off heavy punches like he was casually stripping a whirl of petals; and, all the while, he skimmed across the ring with dazzling dance steps.




  ‘But Clay has an ugly side to his otherwise enterprising personality,’ our chum with the handlebar-moustache warned. The action switched to his next, and last, fight against Ernie

  Tyrell.




  Ali brought his face right up against Tyrell’s. Their noses touched. In a moment of surreal intensity, the talkative Ali said just three words: ‘What’s my name?’




  Tyrell responded with the wrong two: ‘Cassius Clay.’




  ‘He used my slave name,’ Ali wailed, ‘this makes it personal . . . here’s what I’ll say: “Don’t you fall, Ernie!” Wham! “What’s my

  name, Ernie?” Wham! “What’s my name?” Wham! I’ll just keep doing that until he calls me Muhammad Ali. I want to torture him. A clean knockout is too good for

  him.’




  Our birthday gang found every ‘wham!’ to be thigh-slappingly hilarious. But the man on the microphone called the fight ‘cruel’. Ali fractured Tyrell’s cheekbone and

  left the retina of his left eye swollen and torn. By the eighth round Tyrell was helpless as Ali taunted him. He yelled, ‘What’s my name, Uncle Tom, what’s my name!’




  I had no clue who the hell Uncle Tom was; but those fight snippets were more dramatic than anything I’d ever seen in The Lone Ranger or Spiderman. After two minutes on film,

  boxing became a shadowed world with its own secret codes.




  It certainly appeared more exciting than pictures of the Vietnam War, Richard Nixon, banner-wielding hippies and Ali in a suit and tie facing the cameras. I think I understood that Ali was in

  some kind of trouble. But words like ‘black nationalist’, ‘ban’, ‘prison’ and ‘exile’ must have swirled above my head – even though they would

  become such deeply South African terms in later years.




  But I held on to the simple fact that Ali refused to go into the army. In South Africa all white boys ended up in the army. We knew our turn was coming. My eldest cousin had already been called

  up. We thought he might end up fighting in South-West Africa or even Angola. A cloud had formed on my otherwise blank horizon. In the end the army would always be waiting – for me and for

  Ali.




  I sat on the garden wall the following morning, yearning to tell Cassius of Ali sparkling at the Rialto. As much as I wanted to share with him the wonder of seeing Ali move and shout, I also

  looked forward to Cassius relying on my report – for natives were not allowed to enter the cinema.




  I saw him at last after lunch that Sunday. Samson sauntered over to a truck which carried six white men. There were four of them in the back and two up front. They wore an assortment of safari

  suits and string vests. Their greased hair was bristly but they stashed steel combs in their socks which they pulled up from the boots to the knees. They were ‘hillbillies’ to my mother

  and ‘rockspiders’ to me. The truck revved impatiently while they bartered with Samson. They wanted drink from the drains. Samson often did business with whites on the Sabbath. Except

  for the churches, everything else was shut on a Sunday. Our sewer was the one place in Germiston where a white man could buy a drink.




  Cassius, who had just arrived, was sent to deliver the order once Samson had dragged up the booty – half-jacks of brandy and quarts of Black Label. From the top of my perch I watched

  Cassius float across the road like he still thought he was Ali. No one laughed. The men in the truck were not to be teased. But they had seen his shake of the hips. Cassius kept quiet for he knew

  he had gone too far. I watched him silently hand over the liquor with a curious bow of his head. He rubbed his hands nervously as if he was trying to wash them. I saw him squeeze his fingers

  together in prayer as he waited for the money.




  He shook his head and said ‘Aikona! (No Way!)’




  ‘Voetsak kaffir! (Fuck off kaffir!)’ the beefiest man bawled in reply. Samson shrugged tiredly before stepping towards the truck. But it was already too late.




  Cassius, leaning down into the car, was hit full face in the face by the driver’s head. As blood arced out of Cassius’s nose, I shook soundlessly. The beating slowed time to a

  dragging tick. Something terrible happened every second. The truck doors opened and the men jumped out. A knee sank into Cassius’s face, splitting his top lip. He fell down. They kicked him.

  They punched him again. He looked crumpled and dead. I slipped from the wall and ran inside. We called the police. They were already on their way.




  The hillbillies chuckled and drank as if the thought of jail could never scare them. Black people milled silently around, at a distance, watching Cassius lift his head. He had left a flat pillow

  of blood on the street.




  When the police came, it was to Cassius they turned, dumping him into the back of their van. They chatted for a while longer with the white men before picking out Samson. He was forced into the

  same caged hold as Cassius.




  It was weeks before Cassius returned to our corner. I found it hard to face him. While he would sometimes wave weakly to me he never again said, ‘Put your dukes up,’ or tried to

  perfect his Muhammad Ali impersonation. Like his hero he had been forced into a kind of exile. Slowly, Cassius faded from the imaginary ring he had danced in above our drains.




  I did not see any link between boxing and such random violence. I preferred to dream of the day I’d be discovered as a South African sporting genius. My friends and I

  practised our skills, sometimes having to dodge the sprinklers on the grass while hitting and kicking a ball. Even Muhammad Ali, banned from the ring, was forgotten.




  It took an Afrikaans teacher, our moustached and muscled Meneer (Mister) Naude, to remind me. Five years on from my first meeting Cassius, Ali was back; and Naude was an even more ardent

  disciple than my lost boy on the corner. He had the power, too, to fix our concentration on the ring.




  We called Naude ‘The Crocodile’. He was big, scaly and dangerous. He was also slimy, oiling his hair down with Vitalis. He wore checked suits, yellow shirts and hush-puppies. We

  hated him but, like any crocodile, we feared him. We wanted him to like us, rather than hurt us.




  Although we never admitted it, we were also fascinated by him. Naude was a compulsive liar. His stories of fighting in the army, walking thirty miles to work whenever his car broke down and

  drinking with Transvaal rugby players were fantastic. Naude knew more about sport than even we did. But he seemed on the verge of tears whenever he spoke about the great Afrikaners who had played

  in the Springboks’ green and gold. His face reddened when he told us that the rest of the world no longer wanted to play against us. They were cowards.




  Boxing was not far behind rugby on Naude’s list. He said that fighters were gladiators. And the fighter he loved most was Muhammad Ali. Sometimes, Naude made me think of the white men

  who’d attacked Cassius. But his bloodshot eyes glittered whenever he spoke about Ali, a black boxer who touched him more than any other man.




  Naude explained that ‘This man is not like our natives, he is from another place . . .’ In 1972, Ali had won over the world. He had Cassius, he had me and he even had Mister

  Naude.




  There were rumours that negotiations had begun for Ali to fight in Johannesburg. I never really believed them. But the gossip hardened into facts. Ali signed to fight Al Jones, another black

  American, in Johannesburg on 18 November 1972. The fight was to be promoted by Bob Arum, a Jewish lawyer from Brooklyn, and a South African consortium called Reliable N.E. Promotions. Ali would be

  paid $250,000 while a clause in his contract stressed that: ‘Promoter acknowledges that Ali’s party and Jones’s party will be multiracial. Promoter agrees that hotel or

  residential accommodations to be provided by the Promoter for Ali and his party will not require any segregation whatsoever on the basis of race. Promoter also agrees that the audience at the bout

  will be multiracial. Seating at the bout will either be on an integrated basis, without regard to race, or on a segregated basis which will provide separate but equal seating for whites and

  non-whites.’




  I imagined Cassius and I, and my best friend Hilton, travelling to the fight together. Ali could help the broken gambling man. Boxing would bring back the old Cassius. He and Ali would make us

  laugh again with their butterfly and bee impressions.




  Yet the promotion, and my dream, collapsed. Unable to match the promise of their name, Reliable N.E. Promotions failed to find enough money to pay both boxers.




  But, even without Ali, Naude was determined. He would take us deeper into boxing. We were supposed to be studying woodwork while the girls were stuck in another classroom learning to sew. Meneer

  Naude, instead, tapped two sets of black boxing gloves against each other. He spoke quietly. ‘Ja, nou sal ons sien. Wie is die marine hier? [Yes, now we will see. Who are the

  men here?]’




  Even now I can feel the sinking of my heart. I was certain that Naude would choose me. He chortled to himself. It pleased him to watch us tremble. Thirty pairs of eleven-year-old eyes ducked

  away from his gaze. It flashed like lightning round the thunder of his riddle.




  ‘Wie is die groot vegters vandag, wie? [Who are the big fighters today, who?]’




  Meneer Naude walked up and down the narrow corridors of wooden desks. He swung a couple of gloves in each huge hand. ‘C’mon, let’s see,’ he finally said, leading us

  outside.




  We formed a circle on the scorched playground. He told us that we were going to box. A fight would not be over until at least one boy was bloodied or crying. Naude then picked out the two

  largest boys in the class. They were our heavyweights. The first was built like a miniature tank, with slabs of muscle and chunky forearms. He’d told us that he had once had sex with a sheep.

  We believed him. He was that tough. The other boy was just fat and frightened. The slugger knocked him out with one punch – an overarm smash.




  Our fat friend crashed to the hard ground, banging his head as he went down. Naude knelt over his victim. ‘Hell, man, what a punch! What a punch you took, Fattie!’ he muttered,

  spraying water over the unconscious boy. ‘Wake up now, man, wake up!’ The boy opened his eyes with a whimper. Naude was happy again. ‘You’re okay now, Fattie, you’re

  gonna be as right as rain!’




  We were in the middle of another drought. The boy’s pale cheeks wobbled as Naude helped him up. ‘Fattie’ was packed off to the sick bay while we got on with the business of

  boxing.




  Fight followed fight. Naude pointed out his victims: ‘Jou . . . en, ja, jou! (You . . . and, yes, you!)’




  While the first four pairs of opponents were identified I tried to hide from Naude’s piercing eyes. Whenever I thought they were nearing me I would pull my right eyelid down as if trying

  to remove some dust. I hoped he would not pick on a half-blind fighter. I was lucky. Naude ignored me. Each time it felt as if I had been lifted from a metal hook. I sighed with relief and watched

  two others move to the centre of our ring.




  There had always been fights in the playground. The ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ chant dragged kids across the schoolyard. No one, it seemed, could stop themselves. Yet, usually, nothing

  happened. The brekers (bruisers) just pushed each other around nervously.




  But Naude gave us no choice. We had to box. Our stomachs turned and our mouths dried. While most of the boys shouted encouragement to those in the middle, I couldn’t make a sound. I was

  terrified.




  When Naude’s jabbing finger next settled on one of my best friends, a pale and thin English boy whose family had left London for Germiston only a few years before, I saw my chance. As the

  meneer hunted for another fighter, asking, ‘Who wants the cockney, who wants the limey?’ I stuck my hand into the air. I knew why I had not done the same thing when a similar question

  had been asked of a much stronger immigrant boy from Scotland. I would have battled against the big Scot. But I knew I could dominate my kinder friend.




  A boxing promoter building up his fighter in the early stages of his career would have seen my offer as sensible and creative matchmaking. Only a fool, surely, would take on a more formidable

  foe when easier pickings were on offer? A boxer’s first objective was to ensure that if harm had to be done then his rival, rather than himself, should be on the receiving end. Even then I

  understood boxing.




  An evil grin split open Naude’s sun-beaten face. He pulled me out of the crush at the front. ‘Ja, ja, ja!’ he sniggered. ‘I see you want the limey bad,

  hey?’




  I looked away from Mark, my pal, and stared at the ground instead.




  ‘What’s this then?’ Naude asked suspiciously, twisting my ear painfully. ‘Don’t you want to fight your moffie [queer] friend?’




  I felt a teary tang beneath the surface of my eyes.




  Are you going chicken on me?’ Naude sneered.




  ‘No,’ I said abruptly, blinking once, twice, three times in rapid succession. My eyes suddenly felt cool and clear. ‘I’ll fight him.’




  ‘Of course you’ll fight him. Get those blerrie [bloody] mitts on now . . .’




  As the gloves were tied on I felt ill. I looked at Mark, my sickly mate from Tottenham who had ended up six thousand miles from home. I saw his fear and knew that I had the fight won. I moved

  quickly towards him. I punched my friend hard in the face. A jolt shot up the length of my arm. Mark’s top lip started to bruise and a loud ‘oooohhhh!’ from the other boys

  reeled through my head. I stepped away but he came back at me, hitting out furiously. His anger startled me. He threw three or four quick punches. I was surprised how I felt more numbed than hurt.

  It was as if his fists were hitting someone else.




  Strangest of all, I found that I still had time to think as we fought. Should I go down? It was a way out. But, even as temptation tugged, I knew I could not allow him to beat me. I would never

  hear the end of it. I went after him, hitting him with wild lefts and rights. I was fighting and I liked it. The pump of adrenalin, rushing and coursing through me, was addictive. I felt curiously

  alive. Everything around me looked bright and sharp. I could see the faces and hear the cries of the others driving me forward.




  Mark’s face was streaked with thin lines of blood. There were tears in his brown eyes. I hit him again and Naude shouted, ‘Ja, ja!’




  I hesitated before punching him one last time. As he wiped his eyes my arm was raised. I felt small and mean.




  The rest is lost in a haze, leaving swirling memories of Mark and I making our peace, sensing that we had grown closer despite my willingness to hurt him. Mark was good to me. He knew why I had

  done it. ‘You didn’t mean it,’ he said quietly.




  The days drifted by. We were happy, only worrying sometimes that the world outside hated us. We blamed the Boers. The English cricket team had not even been allowed to enter

  the country because they had selected a ‘coloured’ player – the Cape Town-born Basil D’Olivera. South Africa had become the skunk of international sport. Cricket and rugby

  tours by our white teams were cancelled by the British, Australian, French and New Zealand governments. It had been nineteen years since we had last been allowed to compete in the Olympic

  Games.




  In our own country blacks and whites were not allowed to run or jump against one another. We were not allowed to dribble a ball past each other or even to watch sport together. The idea of two

  men of opposite colour actually fighting was staggering. But the following year, in 1973, it was announced that white South Africa’s favourite’s boxer, Pierre Fourie, would challenge

  the dreaded Bob Foster – a black man. Foster would defend his world light-heavyweight title against Fourie in the American’s home town of Albuquerque, New Mexico. A white boxer had not

  faced a black rival in the South African ring since 1923.




  Pierre Fourie was also more interesting than most other white South African sportsmen. For a start, he came from our town. He used to live in Jewel Street, on the Germiston-Johannesburg border.

  He had been stabbed more than ten times by an assortment of weapons including knives, broken bottles and even a sharpened bicycle spoke.




  Like Cassius he had also been attacked by a white gang – in his case by hammer-wielding bikers. Fourie was from the other side of the Germiston tracks and yet he had risen to a position of

  prominence in white society. He politely rejected his street-fighting days. He favoured a scientific boxing style which saw him move almost as fluidly as Muhammad Ali.




  Yet in some of our newspapers it was pointed out that, if it had not been for apartheid, the fighter’s life would have been grim. The government protected working-class whites like Fourie.

  They were given a chance to make something of themselves, despite being so outnumbered by ‘the blacks’.




  Pierre Fourie himself was silent on such issues, preferring instead to examine more personal matters. One Saturday afternoon he said softly on radio that he would never forget that he had killed

  a man, a black boxer called Winston Nkwanyana. They used to spar together, a fact which shocked the segregationists. ‘Whenever we fought,’ Fourie said, ‘it was like a

  conversation. We used few words but when we swapped punches we came to know each other as well as most men can . . .’ They had a boxing bond despite their being sequestered by colour,

  language and everything else embedded into South African life. When they parted Fourie would drive home to the suburbs while Nkwanyana waited in line for a bus back to the townships.




  After one gruelling session Nkwanyana shook hands with Fourie. He promised to work with him again a few days later. He looked tired as he pulled on his street clothes. Within an hour of saying

  goodbye to Fourie, Winston Nkwanyana collapsed into a coma. He’d become so dehydrated while fighting that his brain had emptied of fluid, swelling with the steady blows. Fourie rattled

  Nkwanyana’s brain as if it were rolling around an empty box. With each shake of his box, Winston absorbed more damage. He might have felt it if he had been an ordinary man; he was a fighter.

  His courage would not allow him to back down. He fought hard against Fourie, eager to earn his keep as a sparring partner. His own hunger for recognition, as   much  

  as   Fourie’s   crisp   jabbing,   ruined   him.   Winston Nkwanyana died before his family managed to get him to the township

  hospital.




  I was haunted by Fourie’s story, by his claim that the tragedy had hardened him to boxing. He wanted to give the game up but it was his family’s future; and so he fought out of need

  rather than pleasure. He did not sound like our Afrikaans master. It appeared incredible that a fighter should prove to be a gentler and better man than a teacher.




  Bob Foster’s life was not as well documented in South Africa. He was most famous for being the first man to have cut Ali in a fight. Despite being sent repeatedly to the canvas, Foster

  hurt Ali. Foster’s jab was the best in boxing and only the rare combination of Ali’s speed and forty-pound advantage eventually caught up with him. He was quoted as saying that while he

  had an immense liking for Ali he had relished ‘busting him up’. As Ali was stitched up on a long dressing-room table, he laughed when Foster said, with a wince, ‘Well, you beat me

  all right, but you’re not so pretty now, are you, champ?’ Apart from these snippets, we only knew that Foster was one of boxing’s greatest-ever light-heavyweights and that he

  still worked in the local police force in Albuquerque.




  I went to bed the night before the fight with a twitching energy. I checked every twenty minutes that the clock was still ticking and set for the 5 a.m. alarm. I half-dreamed a vision of what

  Albuquerque might be like. It was a name with which I had become obsessed. ‘Albuquerque’ sounded like the sort of town where Clint Eastwood would ride in on a silvery stallion and where

  everything forbidden to us surely existed. At 4.58 I decided I was rooting for the Sheriff, even if he was the guy dressed in black.




  I switched on the little radio that early South African summer morning, just before dawn, and heard sounds singing down the wire, all the way from Albuquerque, New Mexico, America. Boxing had

  transported me from Germiston, it had brought me into the more exotic world which existed beyond our suburbs.




  But it did not allow me to linger long in fantasy. I learned again that boxing was rooted in harsh realities. It made me understand why I would never want to be a fighter. The ring was a bleak

  place in which to dream. My heart turned over as they came together, the black American and the white South African.




  In the opening round Foster systematically beat up Fourie with a series of clubbing jabs and overhead rights. It was as if he had begun a mission to rid the planet of Fourie, as if one Afrikaner

  symbolised apartheid. I knew that Foster had heard about the death of Winston Nkwanyana. I suddenly feared his deadly form of revenge. There was also bad blood between the two for, at the weigh-in

  earlier that day, Fourie had said that ‘Tonight’s the night, Bob!’ But his flat accent mangled the ‘Bob’ so Foster heard it as ‘boy’.




  I could hear the echo of the crowd deepening with every punch thrown by Foster. As I clutched the radio tightly it no longer mattered who won the fight as long as Fourie was not killed. Through

  the static and across the seas I finally heard the bell. I was as relieved as Pierre Fourie.




  The minute’s rest settled the South African. He began to evade some of Foster’s swings. The ringside voices quietened a little. But the next fourteen rounds unfolded painfully for

  Fourie. He remained on the short end of the freakishly tall Sheriff’s extended stick. The ease of the victory must have turned the birds’ chirruping outside into a hollow lament for

  Meneer Naude. I knew that his elephant ears, red and burning, would be pasted to his own radio as confirmation rolled in of Bob Foster’s walloping win. ‘Next time,’ he said later,

  ‘we’ll bloody well get that Foster next time . . .’




  Naturally, this being boxing, a rematch was already being planned. The South Africans had the money and Bob Foster was prepared to listen, knowing as he did that boxing was about hard cash more

  than anything else. He said that a crisp $250,000 would entice him to Johannesburg. John Vorster’s government had still to be convinced. They clamped down on any activity which had the

  potential of favouring a black over a white man. Yet their grip on the country was loosening. No one wanted to play with us anymore. The sports boycott had bitten and our hearts were bleeding. Why

  did everyone despise us? What had we done that was so bad?




  When I was on my way to school or off to watch a game or a movie I kept seeing the same sign: ‘Whites Only’. When we rode our bikes over a railway bridge near our home we had to

  negotiate the partition in the middle which divided it into two sections: ‘Whites Only’ and ‘Non-Whites’. We pedalled over the bridge on the one side, yelling and laughing,

  while on the other side of the four-foot-high metal barrier, older black men and women walked alongside us in silence. Sometimes they were so quiet they seemed invisible.




  But a white man fighting a black man was different. The struggle was coming.




  But boxing also gave me hope. I thought of the photographs I’d seen of Fourie and Foster together in an Albuquerque dressing-room, holding each other in respect and admiration. Where else

  would I see such a sight? Foster and Fourie even liked each other.




  In a gesture towards the hostile outside world as well as its own isolated community, the South African government declared that Foster would be welcomed to Johannesburg as ‘an honorary

  white’. The concept confused me as much as Bob Foster. He hardly left the confines of the new and prestigious Carlton Hotel in downtown Johannesburg. He was not taking any chances. He had no

  desire to test the limits of his honorary status. He kept to himself, encouraging our newspapers to depict him as ‘brooding’ and ‘sullen’.




  On the night of the fight an emotional commentator’s description of Foster’s ‘dark, hooded presence on the long walk to the ring’ disturbed me. Boxing was brutal and

  scary. But it was also electrifying.




  The second bout was much closer. Fourie boxed cleverly for the first twelve rounds, keeping pace with Foster and matching him point for point. It was only in the last nine minutes that the

  American edged ahead. His grinning delight at retaining the title was obvious when he flung his arms around Fourie and hugged him close.




  Even though the townships were overjoyed, the suburbs and farmlands found consolation in the spirited display of their idol. Fourie had come close to joining Ali, Joe Frazier and Ernie Tyrell as

  the only men to have defeated Foster. His achievement was acclaimed all the more for he was fifty pounds lighter than the heavyweights.




  Despite those white heroics, honorary or otherwise, the biggest black men still dominated our imagination. Muhammad Ali most of all. But Meneer Naude and Cassius – the

  two men who’d framed my knowledge of Ali – were both gone. I left Naude and my old school behind while Cassius took a slow bus from the Transvaal to his tribal home in the more verdant

  valleys of Zululand. One day he was in Germiston, skulking on the corner, suiping (sipping) from a pint of kaffir-beer, and the next he had vanished. It was months before Samson heard from

  him again. I was moved by the message that he had ‘said a special goodbye to the baasie’. My sadness perhaps had more to do with the fact that I felt compelled to feign

  indifference, as if I was just too damn cool to care either way. I wondered why, at thirteen, I had to try to look so fucking hard, why I could not have just shed a tear as ‘The

  Godfather’ did when rubbing his rheumy eyes.




  ‘You know, baasie,’ Samson said, ‘he was never the same after that one time, the time they donnered [clobbered] him and then locked him away.’




  ‘I know,’ I replied, trying to shrug again as if I had already passed through Cassius’s pain.




  Samson just smiled and said, ‘Maybe Ali will do it one last time for Cassius?’




  I raised my hands and shoulders in dismay. ‘How can he?’ I asked.




  In 1974 there was no heavyweight bigger or more threatening than George Foreman, who had become world champion when he razed Frazier in three rounds. He rained down bludgeoning punches, bringing

  sorrow to every fighter he faced. Only a thirty-two-year-old Ali remained.




  ‘Foreman by knockout – early and very sad!’ I predicted mournfully.




  ‘The Rumble in the Jungle’ was promoted by Don King. The dice-man underlined his ingenuity. He hit upon the innovative scheme of taking the Foreman-Ali fight ‘back to

  Africa’, to Zaire, whose President, Mobutu Sese Seko, agreed to pay the boxers an unprecedented ten million dollars each.




  Although ‘Africa felt as far removed from the suburbs of Germiston as it must have done in Hertfordshire or New Hampshire, King brought the continent into our classrooms. Teachers less

  frantic than Naude confessed their fondness for Ali. They favoured him over the more imposing Foreman. Ali was also hailed by the black cleaners and gardeners who serviced the school. And our

  gambling corner – from the Greek shop owner to the biggest drinkers – still belonged to Muhammad. Only Ali could forge such an unholy alliance.




  Maybe it was because I feared so much for Ali that I’d made my forecast to Samson. A quick knockout was the only way I could see him escaping permanent damage. Only Mr Bennie da Silva, my

  Portuguese friend’s father and our latest boxing expert, tipped an Ali victory. He was a small, stocky man who would delight us by throwing vegetables and fruit in the air so that he could

  punch them as they fell while he carried out his own bizarre impersonation of Ali. ‘Muhammad is the master,’ he said seriously in his kitchen. ‘He’s the supreme dancer.

  He’ll dance the night away until Foreman is dizzy and can take no more. He’ll rumba through the rumble and then,’ Mr da Silva yodelled as he threw up the last few oranges and hit

  them on the jab, ‘it’ll be pop, pop, pop! Ali puts big bad George away! The king, then, will be crowned in Africa . . .’




  As if out of the Good Book itself, it came to pass. The only difference from the Bennie da Silva version being that Ali did not do the rumba. Huddled over our BBC World Service radios we

  quivered to hear that Ali simply refused to dance. He not only stood still but, in an act of supposed madness, he leaned against the ropes and allowed Foreman to hit him, to punch himself out. Ali

  took every ruinous blow Foreman could throw and still he stood, waving his man in and then doing the ‘Rope-A-Dope’ trick we tried to copy the next morning.




  And then, truly, as if he was as exultant as Bennie da Silva jabbing at fruit in a Germiston kitchen, Ali began to pick off Foreman. Through the hum and buzz of the radio link it sounded like

  Ali was weaving his magic round Foreman’s big head as if it was nothing more than a bad black orange that needed to be peeled and flipped in the bin.




  Abruptly, near the end of the eighth round, it was all over. A cry reverberated from our tiny speakers. It was as penetrating as any factory siren: ‘Foreman is down! Foreman is

  down!’ I tumbled in disbelief, wondering if there could be as much bliss in the hearts of Cassius and Meneer Naude, wherever they were that memorable daybreak. Ali, just as Mr da Silva had

  said, was the king of the world again and we felt strangely proud that it had happened near our home – in Africa from where, at last, we knew we came.




  I left South Africa in 1984, having spent my last years working in Soweto. Like Meneer Naude I was a teacher. I was not an especially good teacher, especially during those

  moments when I had to impart the intricacies of Victorian literature while army vehicles strayed past our dust-ridden classrooms. I learnt much more than I ever taught. And I unearthed further

  answers in boxing.




  It was a curious situation in which I found myself. After twenty-one years of suburban pleasure, Soweto was an ominous place on my first morning. The township was covered in thick smog and my

  face appeared alien in the midst of a million darker skins. At least I was a novelty for the others. Within an hour of my arrival, not long after nine on a Monday morning, a couple of men whisked

  me away for a welcoming nip. The shebeen was not below the drains in the style of Cassius and Samson. Instead, it was a small brick house run by an old man called Dutch. On the brown wall of the

  shebeen’s main drinking area I saw a photograph of Muhammad Ali. In the adjoining passageway there was a shot of Bob Foster with his arms raised. I nodded at them as if saying, ‘hi,

  I’m back,’ to old friends.




  ‘I can already tell,’ my new pal Shortie grinned, ‘you’re gonna do fine here.’




  I had two of the very best years of my life in Soweto. During the writing of this book, memories of that time have continually returned. I remember the poems which were written for me about

  Muhammad Ali and, after I had left, how Mike Tyson became such an iconic figure to some of my brightest students.




  But this is not a book about South Africa – even though I’ve often thought that while you do not have to be a South African to understand boxing, it certainly helps. All the violence

  and absurdity, the beauty and pathos of boxing were found in Germiston and Soweto life.




  This is not even a book about Muhammad Ali or Bob Foster, although I met both men after I flew from Johannesburg to London. When I saw Ali there were so many things I wanted to tell him –

  mainly about Cassius and how I too had not gone into the army – that I ended up saying virtually nothing.




  In contrast, I told Bob Foster almost everything. I was so overwhelmed by having breakfast in Albuquerque with big Bob – who was as fit and garrulous as Ali was quiet and slow – that

  I kept cajoling him to eat more and more. I’m still not quite sure why but I developed a quasi-American accent as I instructed the smiling sheriff: ‘You take those ham an’ eggs,

  Bob,’ I kept murmuring, you get ’em down you, baby!’ He could not have been sweeter to me or to my wife, Alison, who now only has to see the words ‘ham’ or

  ‘egg’ to break down in helpless laughter.




  We do not laugh as much when we remember Muhammad Ali. But I love him no less. I was just hopeless when I met him. He smiled at me and I shook his hand. Whenever I tried to say something, I

  thought of him screaming on screen in the Rialto Cinema in downtown Germiston: ‘I’m the prettiest thing that ever lived! I’m the king of the world! I’m a bad man! I shook up

  the world! I am the greatest!’ But, together at last, twenty-five years later, I was almost as silent as him. He didn’t mind. He did not need me to tell him anything more. He knew.




  So this, in the end, is a book about some of the fighters who have followed him. I, in turn, have trailed them for the last five years. They are all men who have dreamed that they might one day

  be as great as him, as Muhammad Ali. It is an impossible task but, still, they try, uncovering fame and heartache along the way. Cassius, I am sure, would find something to like in each of

  them.










  Chapter One




  The Baddest Man




  June 1991




  While the sun burned high in a blue desert sky I waited for him. The heat had emptied the streets, turning Vegas ghostly in the early afternoon sunshine. I’d reached the

  bare edge of town, miles beyond the Strip, far from the clank and reek of money churning in the casinos and topless bars along Glitter Gulch.




  ‘Watch yourself round these parts, bub, watch yourself . . .’ Maxie, my morose pal from the Yellow Checker Star Cab Company, had muttered when he left me standing on that stretch of

  wasteland – empty but for a blue and yellow tin building someone once had the wit to dub ‘The Golden Gloves’.




  But I felt strangely serene as I rocked back on a step outside the gym. I knew he was near but also that there would be time enough to fret, to think of him as ‘The Baddest Man on the

  Planet’. Those were his words; and he loved the sound of them.




  The fight surroundings were as grimy as his hotel, The Mirage, was ornate with its deluxe suites, Lanai-bungalows, white-tiger enclosure and exploding fountains of fire. There was no such grand

  style here as the sun grilled down, slowly melting the cheesy tar beneath my feet.




  Mike Tyson was an hour late; but who would expect punctuality from a man tagged ‘the biggest thug in America’?




  Another ten minutes passed. I felt a prickle of uncertainty. It was still three weeks before the rape; and yet all year the papers had predicted that he was slipping out of control. Only the

  week before, in the very gym outside which I sat, Tyson had demolished the $20,000 lens of an ABC television camera. The surviving footage showed the fighter stalking the cameraman, perspiration

  gliding down his face in a glistening parody of tears. A gold tooth shone as he snarled, ‘Get outta my face, you fuck.’ He swung a short right cross which smashed the camera in half.

  Its picture exploded into blackness. While the network threatened a lawsuit for assault, Tyson faced more pressing charges from two women who accused him of groping them in a New York club and an

  Atlantic City carpark.




  Something terrible had unravelled inside Tyson.




  A different TV clip, hyping his imminent bout against Donovan ‘Razor’ Ruddock, carried a similar message. Wearing thick Raybans and speaking in his incongruously high-pitched and

  lisping voice, Tyson slurred at Ruddock: ‘I can’t wait for June 28. I can’t wait to kiss those great big lips of yours. I’m gonna make you my girlfriend. Don’t you

  know that you’re really a transvestite?’




  The ‘girlfriend’ jibe was cheap jailhouse slang; and Tyson’s sneering was interspersed with him repeating, ‘It doesn’t count if he isn’t dead, it

  doesn’t count if he isn’t dead . . .’ He then turned to Ruddock and said, ‘You’re dead, you pretty thing, you . . .’




  Tyson had long been known for his malicious remarks. I first met him in 1986 when he was nineteen years old. Then, after fighting Jesse Ferguson, he claimed that ‘I was trying to push the

  bone in his nose back into his brain.’ He laughed as he spoke. A sly chortle licked round his words as if he wanted us to applaud their brutal clarity. A few months later Tyson confessed that

  ‘I aimed for his ear, I wanted to bust his eardrum. Every punch had bad intentions . . .’ He had just become the youngest-ever world heavyweight champion after hitting Trevor Berbick

  with such force that the Jamaican reeled across the ring, fell, got up, toppled over, staggered to his feet and lurched into the opposite corner where he collapsed again, all in the space of a

  crammed ten seconds.




  Four years down the Tyson track, there was a grisly hue to the taunts he aimed at Ruddock. We were less than a week away from their fight – a rematch of a bout stopped prematurely three

  months earlier. The referee had intervened just as Ruddock began to crumble. I knew how much Tyson resented that denial of his certain knockout. He wanted to hurt Ruddock. Sometimes he wanted to

  hurt everyone.




  Even as I rose unsteadily to my feet, I could hear the crunch of gravel. A black Lamborghini-Diablo wheel-spun its way into the dirt entrance. I saw Tyson and three of his homeboys. The fighter

  was bareheaded while the others wore regulation ‘Team Tyson’ baseball caps.




  Tyson slid from the car and stretched. I was surprised again at how short he was in person. Five foot ten inches. But what he lacked in height he made up for in width. His chest was fifty inches

  broad, his neck nineteen-and-a-half inches thick. For all the talk of decay, there was not an inch of wasted flesh on his squat body. As he rolled his shoulders, stretching his arms in front of

  him, he flexed that neck with juddering twists and turns. He stared at me, his small eyes dark and clouded.




  Suddenly, Mike Tyson moved towards me, reminding me of a giant hammerhead swerving in for the kill. Public Enemy’s ‘Don’t Believe the Hype’ rolled in behind him, crashing

  down in great waves from the car.




  Then, with the whine of rap driving him on, Tyson was alongside me, within touching distance, inside punching range.




  ‘Hello, Mike . . .’ I said.




  ‘Yeah,’ he answered as he tapped me on the shoulder with a bunched fist. It didn’t even hurt. ‘We talkin’?’




  I nodded. Tyson grunted and swept past me into the gym. The door slammed behind him and his entourage. I was alone again; and it felt like I had, somehow, survived round one.




  Darkness settled over the ring as they began to fight. The two boxers came together in the old routine, throwing punches at each other, slipping in and out of pain. In the

  broiling gym they moved slap bang into an unchanging pattern where the famous fighter dished out damage to the older journeyman. I had travelled five thousand miles to see that first boxer,

  ‘The Baddest Man’, this American bogeyman. Yet I could not lift my eyes from the other fighter, a bravely affecting if shambling brawler who called himself ‘The Boogie

  Man’.




  I could have reached through the sagging ropes and touched him, I was that close to the Boogie Man, but there is something discouraging in the sound of a big man being hurt. The little groans

  and snuffles he let slip made it seem as if Jesse Ferguson could feel the coming of a bad head-cold. I took a step back as if the virus might be catching. The wheezing sob at the back of his throat

  grew louder. Mike Tyson was all over him, piling in heavy jabs to the face which left me shivery with sympathy for Ferguson – the man whose nose Tyson had wanted to drive into his brain.




  The gregarious Jesse, not being one to take such things personally, tried to keep up morale. He clutched at Tyson in a mournful samba. He would have preferred to slow-dance all afternoon if

  Tyson had not ripped left hooks to his midriff and long right crosses to the jaw with serious intent. The power of those punches sprayed the air with sweat and water as if Tyson had hit a small

  geyser hidden inside his sparring-partner’s skull. Feeling some of that sticky wetness on my own face I retreated to a safer distance.




  For someone on the brink of catastrophe, Tyson seemed unusually composed. No matter what they shouted at him from outside the ropes – whether it was ‘Keep working downstairs,

  baby!’ or ‘Stick that jab in his face, Mike, stick it!’ – Tyson went about his business remorselessly. He might have been the boss arriving an hour before anyone else to

  ensure that the office was running in good order. He snapped Jesse’s head back and forth as if opening and shutting the creaking drawers of an old filing cabinet. Then Tyson sank combinations

  into the body like he was feeding consecutive sheets of paper into a fax machine.




  Apart from a Spartan headguard, he wore a faded T-shirt, white tracksuit bottoms and black gym shoes which squeaked in tandem with Ferguson. Tyson was oblivious to everyone but the human

  punchbag sloping in front of him. He controlled the ring in a style he no longer found possible in his life outside boxing. Fighting was the easy part for him, the way of life he understood best.

  It was everything else trailing behind which threatened to uncork his psychosis.




  Norman Mailer claimed that ‘the closer a heavyweight comes to the championship, the more natural it is for him to be a little more insane, secretly insane, for the heavyweight champion of

  the world is either the toughest man in the world or he is not, but there is a real possibility that he is. It is like being the big toe of God . . .’ For poor Jesse and me there was little

  doubt. If Tyson not only matched Mailer’s ‘toughest man in the world’ proviso, he also carried a wildness in him which resembled the devil’s raised fist.




  Mailer had written further that ‘when the heavyweights become champions they begin to have inner lives like Hemingway or Dostoevsky, Tolstoy or Faulkner, Joyce or Melville or Conrad or

  Lawrence or Proust’. I could not imagine any Proustian sigh echoing softly through Tyson as he battered the Boogie Man. A muffled hissing rose from Jesse’s mouth.




  The buzzer suddenly sounded. Tyson swivelled his head so that his eyes locked with mine between the middle and top ropes of the ring. He stared at me for a moment before letting loose a grin

  that glinted at the end of my short-sighted gaze. His expression changed again and, trying to fathom his mood, I squinted slightly – hoping that it did not look like I was winking coyly at

  the world’s most ferocious fighter. It made no difference. Through the haze of the gym and my own myopia I could only be sure that some kind of smile had parted his lips.




  When you’re confronted by an angry black boxer, it’s not the simplest thing in the world to admit being one of those white South Africans who’d lived with apartheid for

  twenty-three years. But, with my accent, I offered up the fact early on in my exchanges with black American fighters. It tended to shatter the ice of our professional relationship. I stopped being

  just another white guy asking damn-fool questions and became the damn fool himself: ‘South Africannnnnnnnn!’ the bug-eyed boxer would yelp before shaking his head with incredulous

  laughter. ‘You crazy!!!?’




  In my efforts to shrug off liberal guilt and, at least in my own head, get down with the homeboys, I’d learnt not to blink at their surprise. Instead I told some hopefully gritty anecdote

  about teaching English in Soweto. As the only white guy in the township’s meanest neighbourhood, I’d talked long and hard about boxing. The ring had been our common ground, I warbled,

  our tunnelling through apartheid. That snappy link would allow me a brief justification of my suburban past; of how, subsumed as a boy in a country like South Africa, I supposedly had an

  understanding of racism strangely analogous to their own. It was mostly blather but it helped us talk more easily.




  But who could guess what Iron Mike might think?




  I looked over at the Boogie Man for consolation. Blood trickled from his nose. He used an arm to brush it away, spreading the red streak into a moustache. It made him look more forlorn than

  dapper. Tyson, in the opposite corner, drank from a slender bottle of water which one of his posse tilted gradually with each swallow. The plastic container bent and crackled as air rushed in to

  replace the liquid pouring into Tyson’s mouth and down his chest.




  Squashed into protective headgear, his rough-hewn features were flattened. I wondered how different he must have looked in those barely conceivable days when they teased him for being

  effeminate. As he returned to the centre of the ring I saw him in a more surreal light. The headguard was not dissimilar to a poor baby’s bonnet, worn and trampled over the ears and tied in a

  big bow around his chin. His face popped out behind the cap’s high sides, with puffed-up cheeks and sunken eyes. Mike Tyson as a bonneted baby.




  The more I stared at Tyson the easier it became to reconcile his thumping of the Boogie Man with the vulnerability he’d felt on the streets of New York. They had hit him then because he

  was short and fat and spoke with a lisp which reduced him in everyone else’s eyes to a ‘Little Fairy Boy’. He was six years old and lived in a brownstone in Bedford-Stuyvesant,

  the most desperate quarter of Brooklyn, where he had been born on 30 June 1966. The fact that we were only days away from his twenty-fifth birthday helped merge Vegas’s Mighty Mike and

  Brooklyn’s Little Fairy Boy. It was a cruel name for someone like Tyson to have been lumbered with, a jibe which emasculated him when he was still a boy.




  Yet Tyson never had much of a childhood. When he was born his father was forty-two years old. Jimmy Kirkpatrick was a black construction worker who weighed over two hundred pounds – more

  than enough to have passed the heavyweight limit. But Jimmy was not a boxer. He had no plan in life, no routine, no prospects. Although he had fathered another boy, Rodney, and a girl, Denise, with

  Lorna Tyson before Mike’s birth, Jimmy Kirkpatrick was more dedicated to drinking and roaming than sustaining a family. Less than a year later, Mike’s father disappeared.




  Living on welfare, Lorna and the three kids drifted through New York’s ghettoland. From Bed-Stuy they weaved down to Brownsville. There, on Amboy Street, they existed on a diet of

  husked-out loaves of bread and saw a few more men stumble through Lorna’s life. The gangs in Brownsville, the dead-end boys of America, soon noticed Mike. He was a hulking wreck, the boy they

  designated to be ‘Dirty Mike’ or ‘Big Head Mike’. But they used more than just punchlines against him. When he was not whipped by Rodney, who weighed 280 pounds by the time

  he was twelve, Mike was being clobbered at school or on the tenement corners.




  It sounded like a story of Dickensian misery, except that in Hard Times and Bleak House the worst neighbourhoods weren’t infested with gun-running gangs or on the verge of

  discovering crack. But, as in Dickens, there was a sentimental refuge for Mike. He had his birds, the pigeons he cared for on the roof of an abandoned building across the street.




  When we’d met five years before, when his distance from Brownsville was reflected less through a star-shaped prism than the freshness of teenage memory, Tyson said, ‘I loved those

  birds. They’d fly in the sky, up and away from Brownsville, above all that dirt and shit. And they always came back to me – they never left me for long. I loved that.’




  Then, one day, everything changed. A bigger boy climbed the emergency steel stairway where Mike kept his pigeons. He scooped up a bird and, laughing, made the Fairy Boy beg for mercy. ‘The

  bird was fluttering with fear,’ Tyson said, ‘and I was ready to cry. The boy didn’t care about nothin’ but hurt. He twisted his hands and broke the bird’s neck. I

  heard the crunch. I went mad . . . crying and screaming and kicking and punching . . . first time I ever fought. I fucked him up so bad. I was so angry, like I can still taste the feeling. After

  that I got off on the violence. I saw its power.’




  Just as I responded to the fighter’s mazy emotion, Tyson equated that moment with an earlier moment of destruction. A swell of delight, ‘like an orgasm’, had surged through him

  when he snapped the head off one of his sister’s dolls at the age of five or six. He had shown her what it was like to feel suffering.




  Tyson eventually bullied anyone he wanted, hooking up with a teenage gang called the Jolly Stompers. He used his fists to get a reputation; but in Brownsville you needed something more metallic

  to impress the big boys. Just before his twelfth birthday Tyson bought himself a gun and started serious thieving, in tow with his sombre homeboys. He ended up in juvenile jails like Spofford and

  Tryon outside New York. It was then that he began to box.




  The air was rancid when Tyson swaggered back to his corner. His chest rose and fell. Sweat trickled down the bridge of his nose and splashed on to the wooden floor like a leaking tap. The

  silence was broken by the booming thump of the gym’s sound-system. It kicked in with a heavy beat. Sparring was over. Tyson looked tired as they cut the gloves from his hands.




  ‘Give me another minute,’ he murmured as he drifted past me to tackle the speed-ball next. He walloped the small pear-shaped bag with a velocity which made it sing on its steel

  spring. As he worked he sighed with rhythmic severity, as if he could feel the shadows at sail within him.




  His whole life had been chiselled from themes of loss and deceit. While still a child he had lost both his parents – his father almost instantly and then his mother – to drink and

  neglect and then death. Ever since then he had been searching for a new family. First there had been the seventy-two-year-old Cus D’Amato, looking like Marlon Brando in Apocalypse Now

  with his bulbous bald head, small round eyes which were half-blind, pot-belly and jabbering mouth which wove a spell of myth around both Tyson and boxing. D’Amato, the legendary

  Italian-American trainer, had rescued Tyson from Brownsville and the detention centres. The fourteen-year-old Mike embodied a last chance to fulfil his arcane fight philosophies. For the next four

  and a half years, until Cus died when Tyson was nineteen, they lived together in a house full of young white boxers in the Catskills in New York State.




  Cus was determined to mould him into the greatest boxer of all time. He believed that nothing should deter Tyson from becoming the perfect fighter, combining speed and power, technique and

  resolution. But to achieve that blend, Tyson had to give up his life for boxing. The human cost emerged later, beginning with Cus’s death from pneumonia on 4 November 1985. Tyson lost the

  person he had loved more than any other; but the inadequacies of his relationship with Cus were such that he was also left helpless against the rest. He was lied to by Cus’s managerial

  backers, Jim Jacobs and Bill Cayton, who, beyond marketing him brilliantly, hid from Tyson the extent of their control. But Tyson loved and trusted Jacobs. He was easily fooled. When Jacobs died in

  1988 it emerged that he had suffered from leukemia for years and had not revealed even a hint of his illness to Tyson – who, only weeks before, unwittingly signed away almost half of his

  lifelong fortune to the Caytons and Jacobs’ wife. Tyson took Jacobs’ death badly. He was more embittered when he learned that he’d been duped by his second mentor.




  Yet they were veritable angels in comparison to Robin Givens whom he married and divorced in the year of Jacobs’ death. Their union was damned despite Tyson’s hapless adoration.

  Givens and her mother treated him like an idiot child while transferring $10,000,000 from his account to their own. But the boxer’s anger towards women ran much deeper. Its source lay within

  his distorted past.




  D’Amato had understood that the shaping of an extraordinary champion required an abnormal breeding. So when the sixteen-year-old Tyson confided to him that he believed he was repulsive to

  girls, Cus turned an emotional schism into a boxing motivation. Instead of offering comfort, D’Amato listened to Tyson’s confession with derision. After a long silence he walked out of

  the room and returned only when he had found a baseball bat. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘keep this bat. You’ll need it when you’re heavyweight champion of the world to fight off

  all the women who’ll be chasm after you.’




  After such an upbringing, Tyson did not consider it odd to believe that violence and desire were inextricably linked. What restraints would he ever be able to place upon himself, especially in a

  world as studded with greed and disorder as Don King’s version of boxing? For, on ‘Showtime’, King’s favourite pay-per-view television network, Tyson’s rage was stoked

  and hawked as if it was nothing more than a minted delight.




  He smashed the speed-ball against the head-board with an intensity which sent a tremor through the apparatus. As it squealed on its hinges he began to shadow-box, letting out staccato grunts

  which sounded familiar with hurt. He made lonesome ‘Tsa-huh! Tsa-huh!’ noises as he slipped away into that dream-state the best boxers reach for when the night of a fight closes

  in on them.




  Tyson was ready for Razor – and for me.




  ‘You’re dead, you pretty thing, you . . .’




  I stood up shakily, unusually conscious of my own potential prettiness. It was not a burden I was used to shouldering but, as with those who look most beautiful just before death, who could say

  with certainty that I would not appear suddenly lovely to Mike Tyson? Remembering the crooning promises he’d uttered to Ruddock I watched him walk towards me. My head felt fit for bursting. I

  had sat still so long, in the sun and in the gym, that it felt like I was the one turning slowly mad.




  He perched in front of me, on the fringe of a blue canvas ring. His lips pursed as he anticipated my opening question. I fumbled with a tiny tape-recorder, trying to escape the words skipping

  across my brain.




  ‘It doesn’t count if he isn’t dead, it doesn’t count if he isn’t dead . . .’




  The memory of his smashed, whispery voice framed our silence. I watched the cassette’s thin loop of tape begin its run from left to right through the plastic container. Tyson breathed

  softly above its whirring hiss. I could think only of his breakneck sayings.




  ‘You’re dead, you pretty thing, you . . .’




  Tyson dislodged something acrid from the back of his throat. I wondered if he was about to whistle up a thick globule as a reminder that it was time for me to speak. As a concession I cleared my

  own throat, thinking how odd it was to swap phlegm-ridden noises with such a broad-chested fighter.




  ‘So . . .’ I finally asked in a gesture of surrender, ‘how’re things?’




  Tyson looked down at his hands. He opened and closed his right fist as if deciding whether to imitate a flower or a punch. I was slipping beneath my own ineptitude, deserving a punch.

  ‘Okay,’ he said with a little sigh, ‘things are okay . . .’ His hand opened again, like a flower I thought. Tyson had fielded a lot of dumb ones over the years.




  ‘You still flying the birds?’ I stuttered, transfixed by my own idiocy. As soon as the words left my mouth I swallowed hard, as if I could somehow drag them back. All afternoon I had

  steeled myself to ask the penetrating rather than the obvious. At least my first question had just been banal; ‘You still flying the birds?’ sounded like some pathetic attempt at

  ghetto-jive or a dated allusion to the fighter’s preoccupation with women.




  Tyson wiped his face with a white towel. You one of those who always asks me about the pigeons?’ he brooded.




  ‘No,’ I answered quickly.




  ‘Hey, I don’t mind. It’s better than asking me if I’m goin’ nuts!’




  ‘Bang goes the second question . . .’




  Tyson stared impassively back at me.




  I spoke hurriedly again. ‘Do people really ask you that? Whether it feels like you’re going crazy?’




  ‘Nah – they’re too frightened. But I know that’s what some of them think.’




  ‘Why would they think that?’




  ‘ ’Cos of all the stories running round right now.’




  ‘What kind of stories?’




  ‘I don’t want to talk about them.’




  Our earlier quiet returned. Tyson’s fist closed tightly round itself in the shape of a right hook. Hesitantly, I attempted to trash all those who wanted to trawl through his private life

  while pointing out that, if he ever felt in need of confession, I could cup my ear with sensitivity.




  ‘What do you mean – exactly?’ Tyson asked suspiciously.




  ‘Well, I’ve heard that sometimes it’s easiest to find you in a topless bar after midnight . . .’




  ‘Shit, man,’ Tyson said with a cold laugh, ‘they talk fuckin’ crap!’




  ‘You’re dead right, Mighty Mike,’ I said with a gulp. Mighty Mike! How low would I go?




  Tyson smiled again and said, ‘It doesn’t matter, y’know, they can say what they like about me. I know the truth.’




  His lopsided grin encouraged me, making me warm to him again. I wanted him to like me. For the short time we were face to face, it seemed to matter that our exchange became more humane.




  Tyson breathed sadly. ‘Look, people are always gonna believe the worst things about me . . .’ He had a misted look in his eyes. ‘There’s so much garbage floating around

  me now that I can’t help but think how it all started. All I wanted to do was fight, to get into the ring as a way of improving myself. I still do. I’m a fighter. That’s what I

  am.’




  ‘But still,’ I asked, taking my chance, ‘do you feel you’re being pushed towards a crisis?’




  ‘No . . .’ He stopped again; and then decided to say it: ‘But, you know, I feel I’m alone.’




  ‘When were you the loneliest?’




  ‘When Cus died. Before then I always hoped it’d change. After Cus I had to see the truth – I always lose the people I love . . .’ Tyson punched the open face of his left

  palm, quietly but repeatedly, as if each blow might daze his words.




  ‘Do you still think of Cus?’




  ‘I miss him as much as ever. It’s no easier now than when he died. I’m still coverin’ up the hole he left in me. Cus was everything to me – he was like a father. My

  friend. He was my mentor, my trainer. I lost all that.’




  ‘Do you think much about your real father?’




  ‘Not if I can help it.’




  I felt I should move the subject forward, away from his most private history. ‘It’s like the story that was told to me by Chris Eubank, the British boxer—’ I started to

  say.




  ‘I know who he is,’ Tyson butted in, reminding me of his position as not only a boxing archivist but also as a contemporary expert.




  ‘What do you think of him?’ I asked Tyson in surprise before bestowing a lick of flattery. ‘I know how much he admires you . . .’




  ‘He’s kinda strange.’




  I agreed and pressed on. ‘Eubank spoke about the time he spent in the South Bronx – how those years scarred him, how hard he found that life—’




  ‘Yeah! You talk about South Africa but, man, in Brownsville and the South Bronx there’s the same oppression. Those are black places. Places white America just don’t

  understand.’




  ‘And when you compare Brownsville with Vegas?’




  ‘Oh, man,’ Tyson chuckled, with a sound as doleful as it was amused.




  And when you’re staying somewhere like The Mirage and you think back to your earliest days in Amboy Street—’




  ‘I ask the same thing: “Can this be the same life?” From there to here, from the ghetto to the casino. It can fuck your head in . . .’




  I was haunted by a story told by Camille Ewald, the old Italian woman who lived with Cus and his boys in the Catskills house. On the day they met Tyson, Cus told her that ‘This is the one

  I’ve been waiting for all my life – my third champion, the best one of all!’ But Camille was compelled more by the memory of Mike running up the long drive from the bottom of

  Cus’s garden. He ran to her, his face full of shy hope, and asked if she’d mind if he picked some flowers and took them back to Tryon. ‘Of course,’ she murmured when she

  learned that he had never seen roses before. She helped him choose as many flowers as he wanted and only heard later that they withered and died before he’d even returned to the

  reformatory.




  ‘But I was just trying to get by,’ Tyson said, undermining any attempt to see his life as a protracted metaphor. ‘I was thinking only of survival – and boxing offered

  something more than that. If it hadn’t been for boxing I’d have wound up a long time ago in jail or even dead – one o’ the two. I found a new identity in the ring, I

  discovered a reason to believe that there were good things in life for me too . . . otherwise, you know, a cell or a coffin were waiting.’




  ‘Do you still see boxing as your salvation?’ I wondered.




  Tyson resumed his steady but upsetting punching of one hand against the other. Cell or coffin, cell or coffin, each thud seemed to say. ‘Not now,’ he said.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘When you look at the scumbugs around boxing, you think there must be something hollow at the centre. They’re eating into the heart and soul of the fighters. Fighters are warriors,

  they’re gladiators – but they get treated like shit. You wonder if you wanna go down this crazy slope . . .’




  ‘What’s the worst thing about boxing?’




  ‘Everybody’s in it for themselves. But they lie, they try to tell you different. Maybe I’m not meant to live this insane life for too much longer – who knows?’

  Tyson smiled mysteriously, encouraging me to venture further into choppy waters.




  ‘The excesses of boxing – the fame, the media, the deceit – must anger you.’




  ‘Maybe . . .’ Tyson said blankly.




  ‘What about the incident last week when you smashed the camera in half?’




  ‘I was mad at the time. It felt like they were showing me no respect, giving me no space to move. I snapped. It was wrong. I’ve said sorry, y’know . . .’




  ‘What about the women who’ve brought charges against you for lewd behaviour—’




  ‘What about them? What about the women?’




  ‘There always seems to be trouble with women . . .’ I mumbled.




  ‘I meet lots of women, some good, some bad – maybe more bad than good, just like everyone.’




  Tyson’s attitude towards women was anchored in a kind of despair which led him to say: ‘All these women who sleep with me, they don’t want me. They want the cash. Hey, I look

  in the mirror every day and I know that I’m not Clark Gable. I wish I could find a girl who knew me when I was broke and thought I was a nice guy . . .’ While Tyson could put on that

  sweet little boy voice at will, and evoke sympathy for such a rich guy’s plight, he spoiled his persona as a sensitive soul snared in an ogre’s body by hunting down women. For all his

  declarations of boxing’s depravity he was not averse to using wealth as a bait for his more predatory instincts.




  ‘There’s so much money in boxing – can it lead to anything but heartache?’ I asked. ‘There’s talk now that you’ll meet Evander Holyfield for the title

  in boxing’s first $100,000,000 fight—’




  ‘I don’t care about the money!’ Tyson said sharply. ‘One hundred million is just a figure to me. The money just goes – it has no meaning.’




  ‘Whereas the title?’




  ‘Well, now, the title!’ Tyson exclaimed with a smack of his lips. ‘The title’s different! That’s all I want back – my title as undisputed heavyweight champion

  of the world. Not the money, not the women, not any of those things. I’d fight Holyfield for nothing – everyone knows that’s true. Fuck the money and the rest of it – I want

  the title! That’s all that really matters to me now.’




  ‘Why is it so important?’




  ‘Because it’s my destiny,’ Tyson said gently, as if his words had opened a fragile gift from someone he’d once loved. ‘Cus always told me that – “The

  title’s your destiny,” he’d say, “you should keep it for a very long time. You have the ability to hold onto it as long as you want” . . .’




  ‘So why do you think you lost it last year?’




  ‘Maybe I lost sight of what the title meant. When I first won the championship I was so aware of who I was following – Jack Johnson, Jack Dempsey, Gene Tunney, Joe Louis, Rocky

  Marciano, Sonny Liston, Muhammad Ali! Man, all those great fighters! It sent shivers down me when people said my name in the same breath. But then I got sloppy, I began to think I was invincible.

  And that, of course, just ain’t true. If nothing else, boxing teaches you that you’re – uh, what’s the word – fallible? Yeah, I was fallible . . . I lost a fight I

  should’ve won. I lost my fear of losing. Y’know, I once just refused to consider the possibility of losing. But most of the great fighters lose at some time or another – and then

  they come back . . .’




  The gym was almost deserted. There was only the faint echo of feet skipping across the floorboards as an unknown fighter jumped rope with a light but complex jigsaw of steps. Tyson looked across

  the empty space at the other boxer.




  ‘Are you worried about this next fight?’ I asked.




  ‘No.’




  ‘But isn’t this the hardest time of all – with only a few days left – when doubt creeps in?’




  ‘Look, I know I’m gonna win this fight on Friday night. I beat Ruddock only a few months ago. The referee stopped the fight too soon. This time I’m gonna knock him

  out.’




  ‘What do you feel towards Ruddock?’




  ‘I respect his power. He’ll come to fight.’




  ‘But you called him a transvestite, you said you were going to make him your “girlfriend”, that it would only count if he was dead at the end.’




  ‘Hey, hey,’ Tyson said quietly, ‘you know what happens at those press conferences. I get bored. I say things I don’t really mean. I was just stirring things up. Everyone

  looks so fucking smug eating their little cakes and looking up at the niggers talking about fighting. Those words get jumped on and blown up. They’re ghetto words, they’re not meant to

  be analysed by all those white reporters.’




  ‘But they had such a sad ring . . .’




  ‘Maybe I was feeling a little sad when I said them . . . I dunno . . . All I can say is that Ruddock and I are gonna face each other in the ring on Friday night. When the bell goes

  it’s just me and him. In the front rows there’re gonna be all the movie stars. They get off on it. An’ they know that, with Ruddock an’ me, it’s not gonna be pretty.

  We’re gonna be dropping bombs in there. It’ll be me and Ruddock – one on one. An’ you know what? I like the sound o’ that . . .’




  Tyson spoke with such acerbic lucidity that I felt a sense of foreboding. He locked his hands and stretched them in front of him. One of his fingers clicked, making me wince. Tyson looked away,

  words falling from him seamlessly.




  ‘That’s the only thing that’s certain in my life. Fighting Razor Ruddock. Who knows what else is coming? I don’t . . . an’ sometimes, you know, I don’t even

  care. Sometimes I get a real bad feeling in my stomach, that it’s gonna come crashing down an’ I’ll be back where I started.




  ‘It’s always been that way. Look what happens to fighters – even the best of them. Joe Louis ended up a doorman at Caesars Palace. He was in a wheelchair at the end. Sonny

  Liston died in this town, a drunk and a junkie with no money. Even Ali, look at All. I love Ali but when they introduce him at my fights I look away. Sure, they cheer him, but where’s his

  beauty now, his speed, his talent? It’s gone, it’s gone.




  ‘You ask any boxer, whether he’s Muhammad Ali or me, whether he’s from Brooklyn or Britain. In the ring you’re in the hurt business. Getting hurt, giving hurt –

  like always, dreaming of getting out to a better place, but you know you’re never gonna stay there long.




  ‘So I got no illusions about boxing – none. This is a brutal business. It’s the hurt business. But I’m a fighter – that’s all I can do. It’s my

  destiny.’




  The sky outside was a dark and steady blue. The two fighters were ready to walk. It was just past eight and the sun had slid from sight to allow The Mirage to ascend again in

  blinking neon. Yet there was enough of a reddish glow to ensure that the first stars to be seen were those being hailed from the centre of the ring.




  Jack Nicholson! Clint Eastwood! Whitney Houston! Bruce Willis! Sylvester Stallone! Michael Jordan! Tommy Hearns! Sugar Ray Leonard! The names breezed by in a froth of adulation, dragging

  celebrities from their seats so they could turn and wave to twelve thousand fans with smiles as wide as their wallets were deep. They were called forth in glory by a suave announcer called Jimmy

  Lennon Jnr – a tuxedo-clad joker who revelled in his ‘Yes, folks, it’s showtime!’ catch-phrase. It excited me less than that raving ‘Let’s Get Ready To

  Rumble!’ stomach-churner.




  A pale slice of moon shone down over The Mirage. There were howls of expectation from the cheaper seats at the top of the steep banks of scaffolding assembled in the hotel carpark. Don King

  circled the ring like an electrocuted shark booming out his own favourite aphorism – ‘Only in America! Only in America!’ He slapped his thickly jewelled fins together in delight.

  It was like watching a party through a sinking, glass-bottomed boat, as though I was trying to stay above the sea of hysteria.




  Tyson had completed our interview graciously, talking eloquently of past fighters. Yet I left the gym that day full of disquiet. It had been impossible to miss the ache in much of what he said

  about boxing and his own life. Tyson said, more than once, ‘I’m past caring’; but he did so in a way that made me feel as if the opposite was more likely to be true.




  But I also realised that I’d been fortunate to have met him on a day when his mood was unusually pliable. There were too many previous examples of malevolence in his character to allow me

  to shut my eyes to danger. Some of those incidents were caused by his own weakness but others were beyond his control – fate having instilled such an assortment of disadvantages and warped

  characters into his life. If that was what it took to create the world’s most famous fighter then my heart went out to him instead of just beating faster in the expectation of seeing him

  fight.




  While Razor Ruddock marched to the ring in a white gown and Bob Marley’s ‘Get Up, Stand Up’ reminded him of his Jamaican birthplace, I thought how Tyson had been the first

  fighter to have renewed my interest in boxing after Muhammad Ali’s conclusive decline in 1980. I had thrilled to the dramatic spectacle of Tyson cutting a swathe to the title in 1986. For the

  next three and a half years I had been no less persuaded by the pall of dread he extended over the heavyweight division – nowhere more effectively than on the night he dumped the previously

  outstanding Michael Spinks in Atlantic City with a display of fury and skill which, for the ninety-one seconds it lasted, captured the magnetism of boxing at its most epic. Tyson in turmoil was

  another proposition.




  I became more interested in him as a man, no matter how distracted, than as a fighter. And how could that be anything but a good thing as the promise of violence hung heavily in Vegas’s

  balmy evening air?




  The fan behind me – a swarthy gambler wearing crocodile-skin shoes, white slacks, a floral shirt and a crimson Panama hat – sounded like he was hyperventilating with anticipation.

  ‘Just you wait, babe, just you wait!’ he gasped to the sweet-faced young woman next to him. She was dressed in a black evening dress whose elegance accentuated the splashiness of his

  outfit. ‘This is the big one!’ he shouted. He realigned the contents of his underwear. ‘Big Boy Tyson! Mighty Mike Ty-sonnnn! Can you feel it, babe, can you feel the

  electricity!’ ‘Babe’ smiled demurely at me, as if in agreement that the electrical charge should be attached through the flowery shirt and onto his taut nipples. Big Boy’s

  hoopla was picked up by a gang further back. I was sure Tyson could hear us from his dressing-room.




  Beneath the cruel exterior Tyson presented, as Public Enemy’s ‘Welcome to the Terrordome’ cranked out across The Mirage, he was still subject to fear. He had shown signs of a

  tenuous ‘inner life’ as a fifteen-year-old boy in 1982, when he defended the National Junior Olympics belt he’d won the year before with an awesome exhibition of punching power.

  After he had knocked out his first four opponents, Tyson suffered an emotional collapse. It was an hour before the final. Against a backdrop of blue Colorado mountains he began to sob. He

  couldn’t fight anymore. He was too scared to enter the ring. His trainer Teddy Atlas wrapped an arm around Tyson’s shoulders, telling him how well he had done to reach that point.

  ‘Come a long way,’ Tyson snivelled, ‘it’s all right now . . . I’m Mike Tyson . . . everybody likes me, yes, everybody likes me . . . I’ve come a long way,

  I’m a fighter now, I’m Mike Tyson . . .’




  His words were swallowed up by tears. Tyson was afraid of losing. If his boxing career went off-track he would be of no use to Cus D’Amato. For all his immaturity, Tyson recognised that

  D’Amato had need of him as a fighter rather than as a person. He had to keep winning or else he’d be on a bus back to Brownsville. The fact that he went on to win the tournament on a

  technical knockout confirmed Atlas’s inspiration and his own determination; but that memory had always struck me more as a pointer to the hurt inside him.




  As he strode towards the ring, rap billowed around him. Tyson wore his usual uniform. Black shoes and trunks and a white towel, out of which a ragged hole had been cut so that it could be placed

  over his head to make a crude gown. There were no satiny robes or designer accoutrements for Tyson. With his ‘strictly business’ look he harked back to early-twentieth-century fighters

  like the two Jacks – Johnson and Dempsey. Tyson wanted to club his opponent into submission. His style of boxing was about battering coercion rather than showbusiness.




  But when he walked past me Tyson appeared lethargic. There was none of his typical neck-flexing or head-rolling. He looked robotic even though Big Boy hollered in his ear, ‘Go, Mike, Go!

  Let’s take him out, man, let’s take him out!’ as if they were soul-mates bent on vengeance against the murderer of their twin-wives. Even Babe clapped her hands in rapture as the

  Tyson entourage swept by, wearing ‘Team Tyson – It’s A Family Affair’ and ‘Kick Ass’ T-shirts and baseball caps.




  And then, at last, the ropes separated. Tyson ducked into the ring to a shudder of noise. He and Ruddock looked away from each other as Jimmy Lennon Jnr ripped through the introductions. The two

  fighters were both cheered while Don King grinned through the boos cascading down on the announcement of his own name. ‘Showtime!’ he mouthed again; and then, inevitably, ‘Only in

  America!’




  Mills Lane, the referee, was a small terrier of a man – a county judge from Reno who prided himself on his expansive collection of guns and on administering law and order both in and out

  the ring. Mills, plainly, was in no mood for chit-chat as he brought the fighters and their trainers together. His bark resounded through Jimmy Lennon’s microphone. ‘Okay! You’ve

  heard my instructions in the dressing-room! Any questions in this corner?’ he yelped, turning towards a motionless Tyson. Any questions in this corner?’ he asked Ruddock. Razor glared

  at Tyson. ‘All right!’ growled the excitable ref as he moved towards the epiphany of his own trademark saying. He took in a deep breath, smashing his fist against the touching gloves of

  Ruddock and Tyson. Mills let the words go: ‘Let’s get it on!’




  Babe had dissolved into incomprehensible laughter. She made a gargling sound over which she had no hold, as if she had abandoned herself to the night. ‘All right! Now you’re

  gettin’ it, babe!’ said Big Boy as he stepped back from his maddened partner.




  Tyson was the first to land a significant blow, a right hand which brushed the Razor jaw. But instead of following up with a combination, Tyson teed off another uppercut. It missed, as did

  Ruddock’s left hook which he called ‘The Smash’.




  They slugged at each other in the centre of the ring, neither showing much skill. It was strange, although not unexpected, to see nothing of the bobbing and weaving, the lateral movement of

  Tyson in his prime. He simply planted his feet and threw one punch at a time.




  ‘Way to go, Mike, you’re the man!’ marvelled the ever-moving mouth below the Panama hat. Richie Giachetti, the paunchy trainer in Tyson’s corner, was less impressed:

  ‘What’s this one-punch stuff? Combinations, Michael, combinations!’ he instructed with an odd air of formality.




  Mills Lane was even stricter as he stopped the fighting midway through the second round. He warned both boxers to keep their punches up. Tyson took the directive to heart for, as Lane gestured

  them back into action, he threw a looping overhand right. It knocked Ruddock down onto the blue canvas splattered with Don King’s crown logo. But Ruddock bounced off his back, a rueful grin

  indicating that he had only been stunned.




  The crowd’s delirium intensified when, early in the fourth round, Tyson followed up his first advance with a right cross which landed on the button of Razor’s jaw. As if connected by

  wire to that bone, Ruddock’s eyes flew wide open, intent on blocking any dimming of the lights when he landed squarely on the seat of his pants. It was as if he had been dropped from on high

  by a large winch with his legs stretched out in front of him. I couldn’t help myself- I jumped with Big Boy and 12,000 others. But, again, Razor was up before the referee could get past the

  count of three. His swelling jaw split open in another gumshield-flashing smile.




  ‘Weird sense of humour, Razor . . .’ the reporter next to me muttered.




  ‘It’s all over, babe, it’s all over now!’ Big Boy moaned huskily as he slammed the back of my chair.




  But at the end of the round, as at the conclusion of the fifth and the sixth, Ruddock was not only still standing but punching back. At the sound of every bell he cupped Tyson lightly round the

  head, aware that he was fighting someone mortal rather than the monster of old. Tyson looked tired whenever he sat down on his stool. He no longer believed he was sharing the ring with a

  transvestite.




  ‘Wake up, Michael, wake up!’ Giachetti yelled. He covered Tyson with a white towel. The fighter looked like a small boy sitting unhappily in a barber’s chair.




  As often as he hit Ruddock, Tyson left himself open for the counter-punch. His once-wily defence wilted during their ponderous slugfest. It seemed as if he was willing Ruddock to hit him so that

  he could prove his chin’s resemblance to a rock. Like two men failing to drown each other in a swamp, they jarred each other relentlessly without ever rising from the mud.




  Tyson was ahead comfortably on points; but his publicity machine insisted that he was never meant to be less than lethal. That myth, however, had been wrecked. The disorder of his personal life

  seeped through every facet of his performance. At the end of the eleventh round Tyson returned to his corner to find that his ‘Team’, his new family of helpers, had forgotten to bring

  out his stool. Tyson trudged away to a neutral corner as he waited for his entourage to earn their daily $5,000-per-man salary by lifting the wooden chair back into the ring.




  Ruddock’s face was grotesquely puffed. His jaw had been broken in the fourth. He and Tyson banged their way through the last three minutes. When the final bell rang, they exchanged a

  private glance of relief and respect. Tyson shovelled the gleaming white gum-guard out of his mouth and held it stiffly in his right glove. He shook his head in admiration for Ruddock. Razor smiled

  in response. It was an unusual grimace full of ironic humour. He lifted his head to a blackened sky as if to give thanks that it was over. The fighters embraced and spoke soft words to each other

  as the trainers poured water over their steaming heads.




  ‘Warriors, babe! Warriors!’ Big Boy exclaimed while Jimmy Lennon Jnr prepared to announce the wide and unanimous points victory for Tyson. When he heard that he had won Tyson was

  full of savage grace for his opponent – ‘Man, did he hurt! He hits like a mule! God!’ Trying to prolong the intimacy of their ending he went to cradle Razor’s lowered head

  again, as if he could hold back the time when they had to leave the ring and return to life. But, too soon, Don King came between them, breaking their clinch and bringing them back to reality,

  where Ruddock would be whisked away to hospital with his fractured jaw and Tyson taken to the waiting hordes of reporters for yet another of those press conferences he loathed. Showtime, for Mike

  Tyson, was zigzagging to a close.




  I left Las Vegas on 30 June, the day Mike Tyson turned twenty-five, hounded by gloomy forecasts that he was destined for the crossroads. Yet no one could have known then that

  Showtime really was over, that we had seen the last of Tyson in the ring for another four years. Not even the most strident boxing cynic could have predicted that, two months after fighting

  Ruddock, Tyson would be charged with various sexual felony counts and end up in jail for raping eighteen-year-old Desiree Washington. How could we have guessed that this crazed story would continue

  with him, as Prisoner 922335, staring down the barrel of a six-year sentence in an Indiana prison?




  But, in the early morning hours of 18 July 1991, Tyson had whispered to Desiree Washington: ‘Don’t fight me! Don’t fight me, mommy!’




  Desiree Washington was a bright girl from a good home in Coventry, Rhode Island. She had pleased many people in her short life, winning numerous academic prizes and local beauty contests. The

  year before she’d been awarded a leadership scholarship to visit Moscow – which she received from Vice-President Dan Quayle, Indiana’s favourite Potato-man. She wanted to become a

  medical team worker in Africa or perhaps a diplomat. Desiree even had a fantasy that one day she might be America’s first black woman president. In her spare time, she was a senior

  Sunday-school teacher at the Ebenezer Baptist church where she also sang in the choir.




  At the Miss Black America final, Desiree was a high-school amateur compared to the worldly lovelies who worked the pageant circuit. The organisers, meanwhile, had asked Tyson to feature in their

  promotional video. Would he dance with the girls, they encouraged, would he get close to them while the film was being shot?




  ‘Yeah, I’ll do that! I like that part!’ Tyson responded.




  The eventual film captured Tyson stroking the women as he shuffled and crooned, ‘You’re beautiful, you’re the girl of my dreams, I’d love to get together with you . .

  .’ in his restless rap. He wore a silk T-shirt and long baggy shorts, with a thick gold pendant of a big cat swinging down to his belly. On his chest, there was a prominent ‘Together In

  Christ’ badge.




  Tyson moved along the line of aspiring women, panting his approval. He stopped in front of Desiree Washington and sang to her: ‘Ooooh, I’m in a dream, Day after day, Beautiful women

  – such an array, What can I say?’




  She giggled and covered her face as if she couldn’t believe she had come close to a celebrity as large as Mike Tyson. She began to laugh, almost hysterically, as Tyson stepped even closer.

  Then they hugged each other.




  Afterwards, Tyson propositioned most of the girls, picking up a few telephone numbers along the way. But he was different with Desiree. Perhaps realising that she epitomised everything he was

  not, Tyson spoke gently. He bowed his head, telling her she was ‘a nice Christian girl’.




  When her parents arrived the next morning, on 20 July, in Indianapolis, Desiree broke down. Her father, Donald, recalled that: ‘She told me that she went out on a date with Mike Tyson and,

  before she could say anything else, she knew I was a Mike Tyson boxing fan. The man could do no wrong in the ring – knockouts in one round, two rounds. He was great – in the ring. I

  idolised him, I idolised him. My father was a boxer when he was young – so we come from a family that follows boxing. So I said, “Oh great, how did it go? Did you get a picture?”

  And she says, “Dad, it wasn’t so great. I’ve got some bad news for you. He’s a rotten man, a dirty man. He’s no good . . .” And my heart fell down. I thought

  maybe he used profanity all night long, you know, maybe he didn’t have any morals, maybe he slapped her – that was the worst I wanted to think. And then she hit me right between the

  eyes: “Dad, he raped me”.’




  I had interviewed Tyson in Las Vegas only three weeks before. For all his despair I had never expected he would plummet so far. I had seen another side, the ‘real’ inside of him, I

  thought. Yet I suspected Tyson’s guilt the moment I heard news that he had been charged.




  I had always liked him when we met. But his charm towards me was countered by more salient truths. There had been too many outbreaks of rage towards women to respond otherwise. Who could forget

  him once saying, ‘I like to hurt women when I make love to them. I like to hear them scream.’ There were also all the lawsuits lodged against him for oppressive sexual conduct. While a

  percentage of those claims were intended to fleece him of his fortune, there were too many instances which he could not deny. With hindsight, the catalogue of abuse in his relationships had been

  part of a long chain – leading to the rusted last link of rape.




  I trawled back over that anecdote of Cus D’Amato offering Tyson a baseball bat ‘to fight off all the women when he eventually became heavyweight champion of the world. D’Amato

  had fulfilled the epitaph engraved on his tombstone: ‘A boy comes to me with a spark of interest, I feed the spark and it becomes a flame, I feed the flame and it becomes a fire, I fuel the

  fire and it becomes a roaring blaze . . .’




  That ‘roaring blaze’ had eventually hit Indianapolis; and it seemed as if a prison cell might be the saving of Mike Tyson, from himself and all those he had once loved and

  trusted.










  Chapter Two




  The Force




  I had Tyson in mind even before I stepped out onto the street in King’s Cross and saw the man. On a sultry September afternoon he moaned as if the fires of hell already

  coursed through him. His smooth black face glowed with the effort of wailing above the slow din of traffic. A couple of junkies lounged against the window at WH Smith, with clothes and hair as

  matted as the coat of their scrawny Alsatian. They stared at the pink and open mouth of the howler with a look of dusk in their eyes, as if his cries made no sound through the crack and the

  smack.




  ‘Hear me, hear me!’ he implored. ‘Jesus knows, the baby Jesus knows! If there’s to be redemption then there must be truth. Mike Tyson is innocent, Mike Tyson is innocent!

  Jesus knows, Jesus saves!’




  And yet two days before, on Monday the ninth, Tyson had been indicted in Indiana on four counts of rape, criminal devious conduct and confinement. The previous month, on 7 August, a former Miss

  Black America, Rosie Jones, had filed a $100,000,000 lawsuit against Tyson, alleging that he had ‘assaulted, battered and humiliated’ her by grabbing her buttocks at the previous

  year’s Indiana Black Expo. While Tyson and Don King knew that they would be able to pay off a glamorous chancer like Jones in an out-of-court settlement, Desiree Washington sought a

  conviction. Tyson’s trial by jury was set for January 1992 and, considering his victim’s resolve, it was plain even then that he was on his way down.




  But, across the seas and through the blurring mists of his mind, this gleaming billboard of a man would not believe it. He walked in circles as he chanted, slamming a fist against the home-made

  placard slung over his shoulders. The words on it shook whenever his strangled vocal hit the name of his hero: ‘Tyson! Tyson! Tyson!’ On the front of his board, in a boyish scrawl, he

  had written ‘INNOCENT MAN!’ below a photograph torn from The Sun of Tyson bulging out of a black Armani suit. The back of his banner featured a lurid blue and silver impression

  of a polka-dot haloed Jesus.




  I was disturbed less by the babbler’s crossing of Christ and Mighty Mike than by the coincidence of his appearance on the very day I resumed my acquaintance with the ring. As menacing as

  he could be, Tyson still had that sporadic capacity to turn up as the good guy. I was drawn to boxing for that precise reason, that even in such a soiled and greedy world you find men who are

  bright and fine.




  Tyson had sustained that hope for a while and yet, unlike the man with his foghorn voice and Old Testament delivery, my faith in the fighter had been badly rocked. But the black wise-blood

  refused to be deterred. He banged on for a few minutes more, repeating the same set of words over and over again, his voice rising in exultation when he realised that my presence had swelled his

  congregation by another quarter – or a third if you discounted the mangy mutt. ‘Hear me, hear me’ was the only signal that a new loop had begun for, otherwise, the ‘Jesus

  knows’ and ‘Jesus saves!’ blurred into every new protestation that ‘Mike Tyson is innocent, Mike Tyson is innocent!’




  By the time our sermon on the King’s Cross mount was over, another apparently pious image filled my head. I blinked and saw again Tyson’s ‘Together In Christ’ badge

  heaving on his immense chest as he locked in on Desiree. I could imagine his expression, confiding and complimentary, telling her that she was ‘such a nice Christian girl’.




  ‘Mike Tyson is innocent!’ the Pope of St Pancras suddenly yelped again. We jumped in surprise. There were sufficient flecks of foam at each corner of his mouth to convince me and the

  weary dog that the brimstone boy was as close to barking as it is possible to get. He pointed at me and sputtered, ‘Behold, the son of God hath spoken. Beam me up, brother Solomon, beam me up

  from Babylon . . .’




  ‘Oi, mate,’ the first junkie whispered from his slouch, ‘listen, before you . . .’




  ‘Aaah, a snowy white lamb speaks,’ the preacher purred.




  ‘You got any change?’




  ‘We all need change, my son,’ the holy one intoned with a bow, ‘we all need change . . .’ He set off across the Pentonville Road, humming tunelessly as he slapped his

  long fingers hard into the open palm of each hand. His board of faith clattered noisely while Jesus bobbed and weaved on his back.




  ‘Religious boxing nuts, y’know, are always the worst,’ the second addict sighed. He had the bearing of an expert who had studied a rare breed too long. His red and twitching

  eye fell upon me. He shook his head as if he could somehow glean that I was on my way to meet yet another fighter who pledged himself to Jesus; a boxer who called himself ‘The Force’,

  after Christ.




  ‘Know what I mean, pal?’ the junkie breathed.




  I shrugged and hurried away towards the syringe- and condom-strewn alleyway which led to a gym at the back of the railway station. Mike Tyson would have recognised boxing’s street origins

  in that setting. But I pushed on, hoping that I might find a happier detour in a different story.




  I can still remember his voice. He spoke quietly, his words sounding more grave than savage while we sat together in the old St Pancras gym.




  ‘Ten more days . . .’ he murmured, ‘ten more days till I break his heart . . .’




  His eyes glittered for a moment, and then he smiled. Michael Watson was ‘The Force’. I believed in his power. But the grin faded as quickly as it had come, for he was a serious and

  perceptive man. He knew there would be trouble ahead.




  Even then Chris Eubank shadowed him. His gaunt face tightened every time he thought of his opponent, that dangerous dandy, a strutting thesaurus of contradiction, that gloved peacock who yearned

  to be a celebrity rather than a mere fighter.




  ‘I want Chris Eubank,’ Watson said huskily, as if stricken by the harshest desire. ‘He’s all I can think of now – on my mind it’s just Eubank, Eubank, Eubank

  . . .’ Watson’s jawbone jutted whenever he bit down on that name, cutting it to pieces: ‘Eubank’. His head ducked towards mine and I pictured the few times in my life

  I’d wanted to hit another man while reeling with anger or drink. But that feeling always faded. Nothing bad ever happened.




  This is different. Something dark picked up speed.




  I had travelled to St Pancras in anticipation of drama. After Tyson, I was not drawn merely to the pristine qualities of Michael Watson’s character. I knew that neither he nor Eubank could

  claim the artistry I revered in my videos of Ali, the two Sugar Rays, Robinson and Leonard, and lighter Mexican fighters like Salvador Sanchez and Julio Cesar Chavez.




  But with Iron Mike on his way out, the contrast of Eubank and Watson sustained my fascination with boxing. The thrilling symmetry in their abilities made them even more interesting.




  Both fighters had secured their reputations in the ring by defeating Nigel Benn, a courageous puncher who savoured his image as boxing’s ‘Dark Destroyer’. Yet, where

  Watson’s victory had done little to diminish his obscurity outside fight circles, Eubank had built upon his success over Benn to discover fame and wealth.




  The difference was one of image. Eubank tagged himself as ‘Simply the Best’ – that lousy Tina Turner ditty sharing with him a dearth of subtlety. Jesus was The Force in

  Watson’s corner, a metaphor which won favour on Songs of Praise but fared less well during Saturday night’s peak-time viewing on ITV’s Big Fight Live. In boxing you

  need more than a belief in Jesus and a solid set of fighting attributes to top the ratings. But Watson was just a black boxer from a respectable working-class home in Islington. The Force was

  dependable but ordinary.




  Eubank realised that ‘there’s a nasty taste to this business. If you have nothing of significance to say, if you don’t make any statements, you’re just a good fighter.

  And it’s not enough. You have to have more. So the reason I earn the most money is that I have a little bit of everything. I can box, I can fight, I can dance, I can strut, I can show off, I

  can behave arrogantly, I can charm, I can communicate with people who have PhDs in philosophy and make them feel intimidated. I can dabble anywhere and everywhere. Michael Watson cannot. In

  accordance with this I am not seen today as a boxer – I’m seen as a presence. Michael Watson can only box so he has none of my presence or my money . . . it’s that

  simple.’




  I said some of those words to Watson and felt the bitterness rise inside him. His resentment towards Eubank went deeper than hype. ‘Chris Eubank has no respect for anyone,’ Watson

  muttered. ‘I’m a better fighter than him – but I’ve not been given respect from Eubank or the money I deserve.’ He wore a white Joe Bloggs T-shirt and black training

  pants and boots – every wiry inch of his six-foot frame primed for retribution. ‘The problem,’ he said eventually, ‘is that Eubank has no respect for boxers or boxing. None!

  But he’s a boxer himself. Where’s the logic?’
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