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  Foreword




  When mates and acquaintances of mine insist boxing ain’t like it used to be, the names of Benn and Eubank are usually included in the first sentence of the lament. They were the Coe and Ovett of the ring, everyone took sides, no one preferred not to comment. Such was the clamour at the time that much of the rest of their sport was reduced to a sideshow. The rivalry became a reference point, a gauge for all showdowns to be measured against in time to come.




  As the 1980s disappeared over the horizon, boxing should have been in mourning. The great American quartet who now trade as the Four Kings – Sugar Ray Leonard, Tommy Hearns, Marvin Hagler and Roberto Duran – were done rivalling. On the British scene, Barry McGuigan had retired and we wondered who could regenerate his ridiculous TV viewing figures. It is a measure of the appeal of Benn and Eubank that the transition was seamless.




  The story of each man has been told often and in various forms. Here, for the first time, Ben Dirs brings together all the duckers and divers and dreamers and schemers whose input, from the centre to the periphery, created and then exaggerated the antagonism that captivated a nation. The American promoter Bob Arum once said that the hardest men in boxing are not the ones wearing gloves and a gumshield but those sporting suits and a briefcase. This book serves as an X-ray of the underbelly of a business masquerading as a sport. Bending the ears of boxers, promoters, managers, trainers and writers, Dirs takes us on a journey through the mire of ruthless self-interest which underpinned but somehow rarely undermined one of the great duels in British boxing history. Remarkably, the urge to revise history is resisted by his sources, as wounds left to fester for two decades are reopened. Benn and Eubank provided plenty of memories in the ring but the accounts of the deal-makers and the contemporaries are invaluable to our wider understanding of such an important era.




  At the heart of the story are two men who could fight. All boxers are brave but some are prepared to give more than others when they lace up gloves. Benn and Eubank engaged not in fights but events. That we saw them in the same ring only twice remains a frustration for boxing fans of overlapping generations. But at least we saw them. Today, they might well have been kept apart, with factional infighting steering them along parallel career paths, never to converge and combust. Maybe it was different back then. Maybe my pals have a point.




  Mike Costello, BBC boxing commentator




  Thursday 30 May 2013










  Author’s note




  Any lisping in this book was suggested by the interviewees and not the author.










  
PROLOGUE





  Parliamentary procedure




  Chris Eubank is sweating under the lights but still full of running. Fresh from a 20-second knockout of Reginaldo dos Santos, already consumed by Nigel Benn. ‘This is why I shall take you out on the night of eighteenth of November,’ Eubank, nostrils twitching wildly, spits down the camera lens. ‘You are mine, you belong to me, I am the man.’ Cut to the television studio. Benn, looking fine in a bottle-green zoot suit with shoulders you could set a meal for five on, raises an eyebrow before swivelling to face the camera.




  ‘Nigel Benn, he’s talking to you,’ says presenter Nick Owen. Stoking the ire, fuelling the hate.




  ‘Tell him to face me,’ says Benn, flickering into flames. ‘Thing about him, he’s all hype. He’s all hype. And I can’t wait to give him a good, good hiding.’




  The camera pulls back to reveal Eubank, his back to Benn, head bowed as if in contemplation. Eubank, looking sharp as always in a charcoal suit, raises his chin, narrows his eyes and peers into the middle distance: a study in disdain.




  ‘You know,’ Benn goes on, ‘he went out there and done the job on the guy. Who was it? Another road sweeper? Hey, I’ve done that before. Now I’m with the big boys. I’m there. I’m there already. He’s got to prove himself, not me.’




  Eubank breaks into a half-smile and for a second it looks like he might start corpsing. ‘Will you prove yourself, Chris?’ says Owen. And, just like that, Eubank is back on script, giving the performance of a lifetime.




  ‘On the particular night in question I will show that I have what it takes,’ says Eubank. ‘He’s the real hype. I’ve come up the hard way . . .’




  ‘I’m gonna prove myself, boy,’ says Benn, his words rolling in like dark plumes over Eubank’s shoulder.




  ‘You’ve had your time,’ says Eubank, deigning to face Benn at last. ‘Let’s have some parliamentary procedure here. Right?’ Benn turns away and laughs. A ‘what have we got here?’ kind of laugh. An ‘I’m not sure I know how to deal with this man’ kind of laugh. Off camera, Benn’s manager, Ambrose Mendy, lets out an exasperated ‘Oh God . . .’ Eubank has got them. Hook, line and sinker.




  ‘But what makes you think you can beat Nigel Benn?’ says Owen.




  ‘Because he’s just a puncher,’ says Eubank, ‘he’s only got a puncher’s chance. I’m a skillster, I’m a fighter, I can punch as hard as he can. I can box, I can slug. Everything is loaded in my favour for this fight . . .’ Benn swivels menacingly from side to side and leers. Every word from Eubank another log for the flames.




  ‘Do you go along with that, Ambrose Mendy?’ asks Owen.




  ‘Not at all, not at all,’ replies Mendy, also resplendent in green. ‘Chris Eubank tries to talk as if he came out of some silver-spoon society. He’s a kid off the street the same as us and we’re gonna find out on the night just who’s fooling who. And with regards to Chris saying boxing is a mug’s game, we’ve got something to show you, it’s a piece of our own artwork . . .’ Benn and Mendy unfurl home-made posters of Eubank’s head transposed on a mug. Seconds later, Mendy is quoting from King Lear. It is beguiling, disorientating stuff.




  ‘A Shakespearean quote for you, young man, to learn: “How much sharper than the serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child.“ And that’s from all the professional boxers in this country.’ Henry Cooper might have put it differently but he would have agreed with the sentiment. If he only knew what it was.




  ‘Barry Hearn, why is this boxer the man they all love to hate?’ says Owen.




  ‘Well, I don’t think they do,’ says Hearn, Eubank’s manager and promoter. ‘I think that’s an image that’s been afforded to him by some of the journalists in Fleet Street. It takes a bit of time to appreciate Chris Eubank . . .’ Eubank raises his chin still higher and fans his hand across his chest: simultaneously doing his best to look unappreciated while demonstrating why he takes time to appreciate.




  ‘But why is it so important to beat this particular man?’ says Owen.




  ‘This is the business,’ says Eubank. ‘This is the business . . .’




  Boxing is sporting offal: blood, guts, brains, hearts, spleens, marrow encased in splintered bone. The bits most people are too squeamish to consume. Because they smell too real, taste too real, feel too real. It is why you rarely find accidental boxing writers, in the same way you find football or cricket writers who stumbled across their sport: you need a cast-iron stomach to cover a game that is as likely to leave you retching in the gutter as it is to have you purring over its pungent deliciousness. And just as eating offal is considered absurd by many – why innards and entrails when you could have steak? – so you require a keen sense of the absurd to cover boxing. Consciously or subconsciously the absurdity offsets the brutality and the tragedy. This has always been the case, stretching back to the days when men fought with bare knuckles on waterfronts and heaths. Take William ‘Bendigo’ Thompson, also known as ‘The Nottingham Jester’ because of his penchant for defaming opponents’ wives and mothers and pulling faces during fights. In 1839, Thompson beat one James ‘Deaf’ Burke to be crowned Champion Prize Fighter of All England. On his return to Nottingham, Thompson somersaulted into the crowd and broke a kneecap, meaning he was unable to defend his title for two years. He made up for it, winning a third match against arch rival Ben Caunt in 1845. After 96 rounds. Five years later he was lured out of retirement when someone dared to call him a coward. That someone being his 82-year-old mother.




  For Benn and Eubank the brutality and the tragedy could wait. This was some of the absurd stuff: a black boxer talking like a toff; a black boxing manager quoting Shakespeare. If it was disorientating for the British public it was scarcely less so for boxing insiders who knew the black boxer talking like a toff had an impoverished childhood in England before learning his trade in New York’s burnt-out South Bronx; and that the black boxing manager quoting Shakespeare learned his schtick in prison and held court in a restaurant in Stratford. East London, that is. As the Guardian boxing writer Kevin Mitchell observes: ‘Let’s face it, these are pretty weird circles we move in.’




  Mendy and Hearn knew better than most that the absurd stuff mattered. The flim-flam, the nonsense, the set-up. But even these two masters of boxing’s dark arts could not have imagined that Benn and Eubank’s first joint public appearance would be an almost perfect distillation of what would become the greatest rivalry in British boxing. They played their parts to perfection and the British public got it. Even if it wasn’t exactly sure what it was it was getting.




  ‘You won’t even face him, why won’t you face him tonight?’ says Owen. Stoking the ire, fuelling the hate.




  ‘I have nothing to say to Nigel,’ says Eubank. ‘I find the man intolerable. In fact he’s so wild, I have no time for such people. He has no class as far as I see it.’ Even Benn is grinning now. A grin that says: ‘I hate to admit it but this guy is good.’ Eubank continues: ‘About Nigel Benn I would say this: the man is a powerful puncher, a very powerful puncher. For this I would like his autograph because after I’ve finished with him, he isn’t going to be anybody.’




  ‘It seems that this one is working you up more than any other fight,’ says Owen to Benn. Stoking the ire, fuelling the hate.




  ‘Yeah, more than anyone else,’ says Benn. ‘I think the public is demanding this. I walk down the street and they say, “Hey, give this boy a hiding . . .”’




  ‘I have to say, there seems a genuine element of hate between these two,’ says Owen. Stoking the ire, fuelling the hate.




  ‘For sure,’ says Benn.




  ‘I don’t hate the man,’ says Eubank, ‘I just want his WBO title. I pray that I have enough dignity not to hate the man. Hate doesn’t come into it for me. Hate destroys the game and makes it look brutal, and that’s why a lot of people don’t take to it. I intend to prove I am a better fighter than the man. Which I am.’




  ‘I personally do hate him,’ says Benn. ‘I personally do hate him . . .’




  And it is time to sign the contracts. To translate all that ire and hate – real and imagined – into gospel. Forever and ever, Amen.




  










  
CHAPTER ONE





  Having a good whack




  Cast a rod into the vast sea of boxing history and you will not always come up with the correct information. Because for every straight talker in boxing there is a bullshit merchant; for every realist there is a fantasist; for every man who tells it like it was there is a man who tells it like he would have liked it to have been. Stir in fading memories, old loyalties and festering beefs and you invariably end up with more than one version of the same story. And sometimes in boxing you get two versions of the same story that diverge so wildly you wonder whether either of the storytellers was there at all.




  ‘After the Michael Watson fight it felt like that old soul classic by Teddy Pendergrass, “The Whole Town’s Laughing at Me”,’ says Benn’s former manager Ambrose Mendy. ‘We were there to take on everybody, were proclaiming Nigel to be the greatest and he had been masterly schooled in the ring. After the fight I chucked everybody out of the changing room. Nigel was tearful with his head in his hands, saying, “It’s all gone now.“ And by that he meant the gold and the jewellery and the cars. Then he said: “What are we gonna do?“ And I said: “Oh, it’s we now is it? Before the fight it was I.“ But I also said to Nigel: “Do you still believe you can be middleweight champion of the world?“ And he gave me this eerie look and said: “Of course I fucking can.“ I was like, “Well get up, we’re going back in.“ And we did the complete ring entrance all over again. It was really elaborate, involving more than 50 people, with Michael Jackson lookalikes and God knows what else. When we were heading towards the ring no one had a clue what was going on, everyone was in a state of astonishment. And to be honest, I didn’t have a clue what we were doing either. I just knew it was inspired and the right thing to do. And that was Nigel reborn.’




  ‘You take it from me,’ says Brian Lynch, Benn’s trainer for the Watson fight, ‘that’s a lot of bollocks. Nigel had disappeared before anybody got back to the van where we were changing. All his clothes were on the floor and he’d gone. He run away and I didn’t see him no more. He thought he was going to walk through Watson and he didn’t. He knew he’d done it all wrong.’




  Whatever the truth – and even Benn is hazy on the details – all signs point to desolation. Benn’s ascent through the ranks was as thrilling to Brits as Mike Tyson’s was to Americans, each vanquished opponent another kill to notch on his impressive fuselage. But Watson shot Benn down, rendering him a mangled, smoking wreckage. ‘There was complete devastation after the Michael Watson fight,’ says Benn. ‘That was the worst defeat ever. Ever. I cried my eyes out. Everyone had been telling me: “Nige, you’re the best”, and I was loving all that adoration, all that adulation. People were paying me ten grand to have their picture taken with me at their bar mitzvah, people were throwing BMWs and Bentleys at me. I was thinking: “Hello? Not too long ago I was signing on and getting £36.40 every two weeks.” But after the Watson fight everything we’d built was gone.’




  Lynch spotted Benn’s potential as an unpolished talent fighting out of West Ham Amateur Boxing Club. Rough-hewn but already dark and destructive. ‘The first things that impressed me about him were his discipline and his aggression,’ says Lynch. ‘When I weighed him up, my opinion was that he didn’t have much skill, he didn’t have much technique but he had that raw aggression, like Rocky Marciano and Mike Tyson. So when lots of people were saying he wasn’t going to make it I thought he had a long way to go. Contrary to what some people say now, he didn’t have a bad chin and he didn’t get hit much because he was quick, with very fast hands – in and out, gone. He used to take a few shots to give them but he was so confident in his own power he wasn’t really worried about that: once he’d hit them they got knocked out, got stopped or swallowed it. Rod Douglas beat him in the ABAs in 1985, before I started training him, but when they both moved up to middleweight a year later Nigel bashed him up and went on to win the ABA finals.’




  Benn considered quitting boxing after his defeat to Douglas in 1985, an early sign that he found it difficult to reconcile the sense of entitlement that came with the ownership of two wrecking-ball fists. But the determination that had been instilled in him during his time with the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers served him well on Civvy Street. ‘When I was on the streets of Northern Ireland during The Troubles, the rain and snow would just bounce off my chest,’ says Benn. ‘I was determined, nothing stopped me. It gave me that little bit extra as a boxer.’ And so Benn was naturally drawn to Lynch, a former Thames lighterman and no stranger to hard graft. With Lynch cracking the whip, Benn cut a swathe through the amateur ranks, culminating in glory at the 1986 ABA finals, which should have led to a spot at the Commonwealth Games. But when Benn, whose girlfriend Sharron had recently given birth to his first child, missed England’s first training session he was jettisoned from the squad. Worse, Rod Douglas replaced him and went on to win gold in Edinburgh.




  Stung by what he saw as his humiliation at the hands of grey fools in blazers, Benn threw off his vest, resigned his job as a store detective and waded into the shark-infested unpaid waters. Safe in the knowledge that punchers have people believing pretty much anything is possible, he wasn’t short of suitors. Quickest to draw his cheque book was Burt McCarthy, cousin of former British featherweight champion and East End legend Sammy and who had guided the career of Errol Christie, another hugely gifted amateur star who won a record 11 titles by the age of 18. It was written of Christie that ‘his chin sets questions his heart cannot answer’ and there are few better examples of how an amateur’s skills are not necessarily transferable to the professional ranks. Irresistible in a vest, Christie found the rough and tumble of professional boxing less to his liking. His days as a prospect were effectively brought to an end when Mark Kaylor, another product of West Ham ABC, knocked him out in a British title eliminator at Wembley Arena in 1985. Christie was only 22 and destined never to fight for a professional title. But scratch a boxing manager and you’ll discover an inveterate gambler underneath and it is a measure of the gambling instincts of McCarthy that he was willing to take the same risk with Benn.




  Benn made his pro debut against Graeme Ahmed at Fairfield Hall, Croydon, on 28 January 1987. It is modern boxing convention to stick a former amateur starlet in with a bona fide tomato can for his first paid fight, but Ahmed was a 26-fight veteran with 16 wins on his record. Knocked out only twice previously, Benn had him down three times in the second round before the referee called a halt to proceedings. Five knockouts followed in the next six months before Benn was matched with Manchester’s Eddie Smith. Smith had a win over future British and European middleweight champion Tony Sibson on his record and had also been in with Kaylor. Benn took him out in one round.




  But the fight that first brought Benn wider media and public attention was his 16-second knockout of Liverpool’s Ian Chantler, ranked number seven in Britain at the time. ‘I get worried when a guy goes down,’ said Benn after the fight. ‘In case he doesn’t get up for me to hit him again.’ It was a win that moved McCarthy to say: ‘Nigel will need three guys just to count his money – or weigh it.’ McCarthy wouldn’t be one of them. Christie’s career having ground to a virtual standstill after a fourth defeat in November 1987, McCarthy declared himself ‘disenchanted with the business of boxing’ and therefore unable to take Benn any further. Enter Frank Warren, who as a young, thrusting manager and promoter had succeeded in blowing open a cartel that had ruled British boxing for years, chief among it Mickey Duff. Where McCarthy was disenchanted with the business of boxing, Warren was high on it and looking for his next fix. A few sniffs of the intoxicating Benn, who was voted 1987 Young Boxer of the Year by the Boxing Writers’ Club of Great Britain after 12 straight knockouts, and Warren was hooked.




  Under Warren’s guidance, Benn continued to fight with a regularity that would make most modern boxers come out in hives and needed only seven rounds to dispose of four opponents in the space of 46 days at the start of 1988. But Benn was growing impatient, warning after his two-round demolition of Venezuelan trial horse Fermin Chirino in January of that year: ‘I don’t want to fight any more Mexican roadsweepers.’ Benn’s geography might have been out but the message to Warren was clear. So Warren threw his slobbering attack dog some live meat, matching Benn with Ghana’s Abdul Umaru Sanda for the Commonwealth middleweight title in April at the Alexandra Pavilion in Muswell Hill. Sanda had lost a close points decision to then British and European title-holder Sibson only two years earlier and, although a late replacement, was expected to provide a stern test: ‘Benn’s slam-bang tactics might not succeed against Sanda as they have done against his other 16 opponents, who had to go home early,’ was how The Times saw it. Benn had Sanda down twice before stopping him in the second round.




  But after only one more fight for Warren, a second-round stoppage of American Tim Williams, Benn joined forces with Ambrose Mendy, a frighteningly ambitious and somewhat wayward former Warren employee. ‘I was invited to a meeting at Browns nightclub in Hackney and, lo and behold, Nigel was there,’ says Mendy. ‘He poured out his concerns over his relationship with Frank Warren. One of his disenchantments was that Warren wasn’t getting him any real opponents. He was adamant that if he had to go back to Frank he would quit boxing and go back to being a store detective. That said to me that he knew exactly what he wanted. That counted for a lot. So when he asked if I would represent him, I said I’d be happy to.’




  ‘When Nigel left it was bad news and quite annoying,’ concedes Warren, who once admitted he was ‘in the business of creating monsters’. ‘Ambrose Mendy did with Nigel Benn what he does with a lot of people: blew down his ear, promised him the world, told him everything he wanted to hear. And then didn’t deliver. Nigel believed what he said and it all turned to tears. What does Ambrose Mendy know about boxing? I know what he knows about boxing: nothing. And it’s not just him, there’s a lot of people who come into the sport who think they know better than everyone else, think there’s a new way of doing things. But I’d already been doing it for years when I signed Nigel Benn. I lived and breathed boxing, and still do.’




  Even before their bust-up over Benn, Warren and Mendy’s relationship had been somewhat complicated, even by boxing’s dysfunctional standards. Mendy had worked as a marketing man for Warren for a short time, while Warren had been best man at Mendy’s wedding. So far, so cosy. ‘He was working in our office at the time on sponsorship,’ says Warren. ‘And he asked me to be his best man. I got married about three months before him and he wasn’t even invited. Anyway, it drifted on and on and suddenly I had to be up the church and I was thinking: “What on earth have I let myself in for?” My good friend Ernie Fossey [Warren’s longtime matchmaker and right-hand man] said, “You’re being stupid, you shouldn’t do this.”’ Fossey was right: a week after Mendy’s wedding, Warren sacked him. Then came Mendy’s sweet revenge.




  After Benn’s defection, Warren and Mendy exchanged writs before Benn was eventually cleared to box again, ostensibly under his own management. Mendy was announced as Benn’s ‘commercial representative’ and at other times described as his agent. It was a measure of their bond that even when the British Boxing Board of Control refused Mendy a manager’s licence and threatened to strip Benn of his own licence and Commonwealth belt if he continued the relationship, Benn stood firm. ‘We never had a contract,’ says Mendy. ‘I took Nigel to the cemetery where my mum was buried and made a commitment with a handshake over her grave. That’s the kind of relationship we had.’ ‘I loved him more than any other person,’ says Benn.




  Benn’s enforced sabbatical from the ring – after 18 fights in 16 months since turning pro, he didn’t fight for five months after the Tim Williams encounter – did little to dull his savagery. ‘He was a raw, physical threat in the ring,’ recalls Kevin Mitchell of the Guardian. ‘There was never much subtlety involved, it was all or nothing. Every night he got in the ring there was an electricity that ran through the place, even early in his career, that’s why he had such an amazing following. I saw him against Anthony Logan at the Royal Albert Hall [in October 1988] and when he was taking that beating in the second round I remember thinking: “He’s got to be gone.” But he withstood it and knocked Logan out with a left hand that started somewhere down by his knees. Nigel fought like he did because he lived life to the full in everything he did. He was an emotional man, fully committed.’




  Indeed, the Logan fight was further proof that Benn’s emotional incontinence, so easily set flowing, was to the detriment of his boxing. ‘When Nigel fought Anthony Logan, Logan hit him about 20 times without answer before Nigel knocked him out with one punch that nearly killed him,’ says Mendy. ‘And the reason they fought at such a lunatic pace was because Logan had made “small island” insults to Nigel – Logan was from Jamaica and Nigel’s parents were Barbadian. They had to be separated at a pre-fight press conference because Logan called him a Jamaican bus driver. Nigel dragged Lloyd Honeyghan into a toilet after that press conference because Lloyd, who was born in Jamaica, was getting very pally with Logan. Lloyd was world welterweight champion at the time but he emerged from the toilet looking sheepish, while Nigel looked pretty satisfied that he’d cleared up the situation.’




  After the Logan fight Benn resolved never again to ignore the instructions of his trainer, who was so disgusted with Benn’s performance he threatened to leave him if he fought in such an uncontrolled manner again. ‘I got involved in a street fight and I was ashamed of myself,’ said Benn at the post-fight press conference. ‘I just flipped my lid. I forgot all about what Brian had told me and went out there to blow Logan away.’ But other public utterances suggested Benn was inextricably tied to the limitations he had placed on himself. ‘I am a fighter, not a boxer,’ he said. ‘I just love standing there toe-to-toe having a good whack. I know all the manuals say you’re not supposed to try to get hit but that’s what I relish. I want and need the physical contact, because that’s the situation in which I feel superior to anyone else.’




  Benn’s next victim was Trinidadian David Noel, a 30-fight veteran who had never been knocked out. Noel lasted two minutes and six seconds. Next was Mike Chilambe of Zambia, gone in 67 seconds. Then, in what was supposed to be a tuning fight before his clash with Watson, which had already been set for 21 May 1989, Benn sparked Mbayo Wa Mbayo of Zaire one minute and 24 seconds into the second round. As tuning fights go it was the equivalent of mastering a couple of nursery rhymes before declaring yourself fit for a concert at the Royal Opera House. Complacency was rampant in the Benn camp, with Mendy boasting even before the Mbayo bout that IBF middleweight champion Michael Nunn had offered $3 million to fight his man. ‘I think Nigel and Ambrose didn’t show Michael Watson the respect they should have,’ says Frank Maloney, who promoted a few of Benn’s bouts following the fighter’s split from Frank Warren. ‘They thought they only had to turn up and knock him out.’ Mendy described the Watson fight as a ‘one-round job’.




  There is a saying that the two cheapest things in boxing are talk and imported opponents. Imported opponents summarily dispatched, Benn got down to talking. ‘It’s war,’ declared Benn at the press conference to formally announce the Watson fight. ‘I don’t think it will go more than six rounds.’ Even the normally sober Lynch found himself getting carried away. When Watson referred to himself as ‘the quiet man’ at the final head-to-head meeting five days before the fight, Lynch couldn’t help himself: ‘You’ll stay quiet. It’s going to take a long time to wake you up after Nigel’s hit you.’ Watson, always scrupulously polite, replied: ‘You seem like a very nice man.’ ‘I’m in the hurt business,’ weighed in Benn. ‘I’m going to steamroller him over.’ Again, Watson rolled with the punches behind his peekaboo guard: ‘You are not going to beat me, son.’ It was an exchange that said much about the fighters’ contrasting personalities at that time. While Watson dealt in logic, Benn was pumped full of platitudes and soundbites. It was the Svengali talking through his puppet. ‘I found out that what you said matched what you did,’ says Mendy. ‘Marketing was my way, Nigel came on board and it was a case of if I’ve got to do it, you’ve got to do it.’




  As such, Mendy, who owned a large house with a swimming pool in up-market Wanstead and worked out of a modish loft conversion in Tower Bridge, also encouraged Benn to flaunt his new-found wealth. ‘Nigel once went on a spending spree in his favourite shop, Jeremiah’s in Ilford, shelling out £25,000 in about ten minutes, just on clothes,’ says Mendy. ‘I said to Nigel, “Whatever you want, you can get”. One day we were driving down the King’s Road and we stopped in the traffic opposite a Porsche showroom and Nigel was like, “wow”, and started giving me the history of the car. He said, “I’d love to get that car” and I said, “You can get it”. So we went in there and 15 minutes later he was away down the King’s Road in this Porsche. I impressed upon him that if you’re prepared to make the sacrifice it will happen.’




  While few would have begrudged Benn the fruits of his labour – paying £21,000 in cash for a watch might have seemed extreme to most but in boxing it was pretty much par for the course – and few questioned his commitment to training, some wondered whether Benn’s 22 knockouts in as many fights, 19 of them in the first two rounds, had adequately prepared him for a fighter of Watson’s class. Veteran American boxing writer Jack Fiske, who had been punching out copy for the San Francisco Chronicle since 1947, began his pre-fight preview thus: ‘When a fighter has a 22-0 record with 22 KOs it means (a) he is a terrific puncher; (b) he has been stretching strictly stiffs; or (c) he’s been so protected that he really can’t fight at all. First- and second-round stoppages will get your name in the paper, but it won’t teach you anything.’




  Others intimate with Benn’s career arc pointed out that Logan wasn’t the only one to have made the Dark Destroyer see white lights. American Reggie Miller, a last-minute replacement and a natural light-middleweight, had Benn in some discomfort in the Englishman’s 12th pro fight before being cut down by a sucker left hook in the seventh round. A few months earlier, Leon Morris, who brought with him from Bogalusa, Louisiana a record of one loss from his only pro fight, stiffened Benn with a left hook before being knocked out himself with the very next punch. ‘His stamina was running out against Miller,’ noted Warren. ‘I don’t think he knew what he was going to do and I can tell you his corner was worried.’ ‘Logan hasn’t won since Benn beat him,’ said Watson’s manager Mickey Duff. ‘It wasn’t as if Benn was in there with anyone special, just a guy who refused to be intimidated by a reputation.’




  In addition, there had been murmurings for some time before the Watson fight that Lynch’s unconventional methods would leave his charge dangerously undercooked against a quality fighter. ‘Benn has sparred only 12 rounds in training, while Watson will have done nearly 60 when he winds up today,’ wrote Colin Hart in the Sun. ‘Surely no fighter on earth can learn to avoid blows unless he gets right the sparring practice? Lynch may well be right, but I have a feeling the trainers who look after the likes of Joe Louis, Robinson, Ali and Leonard would violently disagree.’ Hart picked Watson to stop Benn in the sixth round, and you could have punted on a Watson knockout at what seems a very generous, in hindsight, 7-1. An agitated Lynch responded: ‘I don’t give a damn what others think. I don’t want him leaving all his aggression in the gym on the headguard of some two-bit sparring partner.’




  Whether Hart was right and Lynch was wrong is not as easy to decipher as you might imagine. Watson did indeed knock Benn out in six rounds and the champion was made to look like a rank novice who had fought only 40-odd rounds in the professional ranks. Which is exactly what he was. Fighting in spurts behind an exaggeratedly high guard, just as Logan had done, Watson soaked up wave after wave before sensing his rival was spent and pushing him over the edge of the cliff. Fiske reported the decisive punch as ‘little more than a jab’. Benn was so exhausted a gust of wind from an errant hook would have done the job. Watson’s were the tactics of a man who had fought more than 100 rounds in the professional ranks. Which is exactly what he was. But while victories in boxing have many fathers, defeats are abortions – dumped in a spit bucket and never to be spoken of again. Unless the fathers absolutely have to.




  After the fight, Lynch was apoplectic, calling Benn’s tactics ‘stark raving bonkers’. ‘We had the simplest plan but Nigel threw it out of the window. He has got to learn that the best form of attack is defence. I have had a right go at him, but I know he will be back.’ Benn, however, laid much of the blame at Lynch’s door, claiming he had been overworked, undersparred and lacking in direction. ‘In the fifth, I heard my trainer call out, “Go on, Nige, steam him!” said Benn. “Steam him? How do I do that?” I thought. That’s not in any of the boxing pamphlets.’ The recriminations fly to this day – all that filial respect fostered through days of hard graft in the gym and mornings spent together ploughing through snow in Old Dagenham Park long since forgotten.




  ‘We knocked everyone out, all the way from the ABAs right up to the Watson fight,’ says Lynch. ‘So no matter what anyone says, I must have been telling him something right, mustn’t I? If it wasn’t for me he wouldn’t have been where he was. You can’t teach someone to punch but you can add power to someone. If my way of training him was wrong, why did he only lose one fight? And why did he carry on fighting the same with his next trainers? So let’s get it right. He’s going to blame someone because he’s that type of person. But all that rubbish goes over my head. Nigel was just a raw fighter who wanted to have a row – you’d never make a boxer out of him, not in a thousand years.




  ‘You didn’t really have plans with Nigel, he just went in and took the man out as soon as he could. That was it. He had so much confidence in himself he thought he was going to walk through everyone. And he did until he got to Watson. But Watson was a completely different proposition to anyone Nigel had fought before, a good boxer. So we told him to take it easy and use his loaf, but he never listened to no one. And if they’re not disciplined enough to listen, well, that’s up to them. He had the power to knock anyone out and if he’d have took his time he would have done the same to Watson. But Watson had been around a long time, had lots of experience and he let Nigel wear himself out before taking him out. It worked a treat.’




  And while Benn claims he left too much of himself out on the road and in the gym – if not in the sparring ring – Lynch reckons Benn gave too much of himself in the hairdressing salon. ‘The day before he fought Watson he was sat in the hairdressers for five hours in boiling heat having his hair plaited,’ says Lynch. ‘You can’t prepare for a fighter of Watson’s calibre like he did. He was drained when he got in the ring, went at him at 100 mph and Watson bided his time and done him. All that confidence backfired, he was his own worst enemy. But some can accept it and some can’t.’ Even Benn conceded his new haircut, as worn by teenage mothers of four from Croydon, contributed to his downfall, stretching his skin so tight it made him more susceptible to swelling: ‘I became so slant-eyed that it would only need buck teeth to make me the first black Chinese in the ring,’ said Benn.




  Legendary American boxing writer Budd Schulberg, after seeing Mike Tyson make a real meal of Evander Holyfield’s ears in their 1997 rematch, explained Tyson’s actions thus: ‘When he did manage to land, Evander had the audacity to hit him back. The look on Tyson’s face at the end of that [first] round seemed to say: “No fair, that’s not the way Team Tyson tells me it’s gonna be: I walk in, I land, they fall down, I go home and count the money.”’ Benn’s attitude was much the same: ‘I believe God put Maradona on this earth to score goals, Steve Davis to pot balls and Nigel Benn to kick ass.’ It was a cute line that betrayed a corrosive self-belief: convince yourself you are pre-ordained to lay waste to everything in your path and you see no need for self-improvement. But while Tyson had been on the way down for years when he lost to Holyfield second time round, Benn was still a fresh 25 when he lost to Watson. He had time to reflect on his failings, put himself back together as a better fighter and come again.




  ‘The Watson defeat didn’t diminish me as a fighter,’ says Benn. ‘Defeats never diminished me, I was prepared to do everything to make amends. So I packed my bags and went over to the Fifth Street Gym in Miami, where I was getting battered by great fighters, light-heavyweights and cruiserweights. I went into the lion’s den and learnt my trade and learnt it right. And I was always ready to fight anybody: I didn’t want to be saying, “I’ll fight him but I won’t fight him”, I wasn’t like that. Bring them all on. After Watson beat me I dusted myself down, went to America and came back a world champion. I always had that lion’s spirit, it was always alive.’




  










  
CHAPTER TWO





  Love at first sight




  The Friday after Benn’s defeat at the hands of Watson, Chris Eubank fought Chicago’s Randy Smith at Bethnal Green’s fabled York Hall. It was Eubank’s first fight for manager and promoter Barry Hearn and Hearn remembers ‘doing my absolute bollocks’. ‘It was a stinking fight, Eubank won on points and it also clashed with the title decider between Arsenal and Liverpool,’ says Hearn. ‘I sold 89 tickets and Eubank didn’t give a stuff.’ And so, in the space of five inauspicious days within a small area of London, the greatest rivalry British boxing has ever seen was born. Hearn could hardly have been blinded by the white heat of invention, but he knew he had a true original on his hands.




  ‘I was at the World Snooker Championship in Sheffield and the referee Len Ganley, old ‘Ball Cruncher’ Ganley, told me he’d bumped into Eubank and he wanted to have a meeting,’ says Hearn. ‘I said, “Fine, I’ll meet him at the Grosvenor Hotel in Sheffield”. He was 12-0 at the time and had just come off a very good win over Anthony Logan [Eubank outpointed Logan over eight rounds, four months after his defeat by Benn], so I knew he could fight. He swanned in, looking sartorially splendid as usual, and his opening line was: “Mr Hearn, before we get started, I am an athlete and I know my value.“ It was just about the best remark I’d ever heard. Obviously he was pot-less but he had a swagger about him, something special. Sometimes you just get a gut feeling about someone because of the way they carry themselves, their mannerisms, the confidence, the authority in their voice. All that stuff is very important when you’re looking to build a sportsman: you need to see something that sets them apart from the norm. And he was also articulate and intelligent. Full of shit as well, but that’s OK because that’s what you need to sell to the public. I thought, “I can work with this bloke”. It was love at first sight.’




  But most boxing writers failed to see the appeal of Eubank and thought Hearn had a tricky sell on his hands. ‘His prickly arrogance and single-minded, generally unsympathetic nature,’ wrote Bob Mee in Boxing News, ‘make him a difficult man for the public to understand or care about.’ Although Mee, one of the most learned historians of the game, added: ‘His alternative is to hope that they turn up at the door or switch on their TV sets to see him get beaten, in which case he has to be as arrogant and objectionable as possible.’ But Colin Hart also saw what Hearn saw, a fighter with a certain something, a gift from the boxing gods to any self-respecting Fleet Street sports writer. ‘I was standing ringside at the Albert Hall, minding my own business,’ says Hart, the former boxing correspondent for the Sun, ‘and a young man came up to me and said, with that wonderful lisp of his: “When are you going to thtart writing about me?” And I looked at him and said: “Who are you?” And he said: “My name’th Chrith Eubank and I’ve been fighting in America.” So I said to him: “When you do something, I’ll write about you.”’ In time, Eubank did plenty for Hart to write about, and much of what Hart wrote was not very complimentary.




  Everybody remembers the first time they met Chris Eubank. The itinerant sports writer Jonathan Rendall recalled his first meeting with Eubank at a press conference in Holborn in January 1989, Rendall being the only journalist who turned up. Eubank spoke in an American accent, having lived in New York’s South Bronx for much of the previous six years. Explaining away his awkwardness, Eubank said: ‘This is difficult, I am not used to seeing white men.’ Within a year Eubank was channelling the spirit of P. G. Wodehouse, although his real circumstances were less Wodehouse than Dickens. Short on cash and living in a bedsit, Eubank fell back into a life of petty thieving on returning to England at the beginning of 1988. Indeed, life was not much different than before he left for New York as a 17-year-old in 1982. Except this time he had boxing to help keep him on the straight and narrow.




  ‘It was a Monday night and Chris came into the Jack Pook gym in Brighton and started working out,’ says Ronnie Davies. ‘I thought, “Wow, this kid looks good, really special”. He told me he was looking for a trainer and said he would give me a three-month trial! I read a quote from him recently where he said Chris Eubank taught Ronnie Davies everything he knew. He would, wouldn’t he? With Chris, you had to show him a move but make out it was his idea, but that’s what made him have this great self-belief: in his mind he didn’t need anyone. He used to say: “I want to be a world champion and I know I’ll be a world champion.“ And every time he trained, every time he sparred or boxed, I knew he’d come out on top because everything he did was disciplined. I remember going into his flat when he first came over here from America and everything was in the right position, everything was perfectly laid out, and I knew then he had a very finely tuned mind. I used to say: “Listen mate, when that bell goes, you’re on your own, don’t go looking for me. I’ll help you out in the corner as much as I can, but during those three minutes it’s just you and nobody else.“ To have your own head, your own discipline, your own mind, that’s key. He was his own man, so I let him get on with it. It worked for us. I didn’t have doubts, I knew from day one he’d be a world champion.’




  While Benn, his stock much enhanced by a stellar amateur record and his ability to bang, had solid financial backing at the start of his professional career, Eubank’s progress through the paid ranks was a slog from the outset. He juggled training with two jobs at Debenhams and Wimpy before his first manager, a garage owner from Brighton called Keith Miles, started paying him a weekly allowance of £120. ‘While all this was going on, Nigel Benn was driving around in a Porsche in his first year as a pro,’ says Eubank. ‘Frank Warren and Ambrose Mendy were giving Benn Rolex watches and trying to poach him from the other.’ So a frustrated Eubank started calling out Commonwealth champion Benn after only his tenth pro fight, a fourth-round stoppage of Wolverhampton’s Steve Aquilina at Portsmouth’s Guildhall in May 1988. ‘Nigel Benn is a coward and a fraud,’ Eubank told Boxing News in December of that year; ‘stand up to the bully and he crumbles. He can bang a bit, but he’s so wild and flawed that it’s not even funny.’ It must have made for amusing reading at the time.




  Despite, and often because of, his bristling self-confidence, Eubank’s frequent trips to London in search of a big-name promoter had drawn a blank. Mickey Duff, according to Eubank, tried to buy his contract ‘for a plate of fish and chips’. Duff later revealed that the meal was partaken in an up-market seafood restaurant and cost £67. Duff won £25,000 damages from the tabloid that reported Eubank’s comment. Frank Warren and Ambrose Mendy say they rejected Eubank because of his outlandish financial demands. ‘He’s always going on about me getting there ten minutes late for the meeting,’ says Warren. ‘Do me a favour, he’s one to talk about showing up on time.’




  Frank Maloney, meanwhile, says their negotiations stalled over Eubank’s choice of tea and ground to a halt for more prosaic reasons. ‘The first time I met Chris Eubank was in Ambrose Mendy’s office,’ says Maloney. ‘He came up from Brighton and we put him on against Anthony Logan on the undercard of Benn-Chilambe at the Royal Albert Hall. I remember he got all upset because Ambrose didn’t have any Earl Grey in. But the actual reason we didn’t do a deal was because I had so much invested in Lennox Lewis, who had won gold at the 1988 Olympics and who was already pretty well established. I built my career and reputation on Lennox Lewis and I believe that if you’ve got one great fighter, to conquer Everest you have to put everything into that fighter. I had to be committed to Lennox Lewis 24 hours a day. Eubank wanted every second of your time and he knew he wouldn’t be the star of my operation.’




  A desperate Eubank took a match against Welshman Simon Collins at six days’ notice, eight days before his date with Logan at the Royal Albert Hall. Collins was stopped in four rounds and Logan outpointed over eight. Although Logan had been knocked out by Benn in two rounds, he had also almost knocked Benn out. Therefore Eubank’s victory over the Jamaican provided a form guide and got some people thinking: ‘Benn-Eubank might be a decent fight after all.’ Barry Hearn was one of them. ‘Eubank’s style wasn’t that attractive,’ says Hearn, ‘but what he did, he did extremely well. And he knew how to win, that was the most important thing. The reason no one else wanted to know about Eubank was because every other promoter at the time was scared of having a fighter with an opinion. A fighter with an opinion would have frightened Frank Warren and certainly frightened Frank Maloney. Eubank knew what he wanted, who he wanted to fight, when he wanted to fight, how he wanted to fight. And he wasn’t going to listen to any trainer, any promoter or any financial advisor, which would turn out to be his biggest mistake.’




  Maloney, who would guide Lewis to the undisputed world heavyweight crown, disagrees with Hearn’s analysis. ‘I don’t think I could ever be found guilty of being scared of anything,’ says Maloney, who locked horns with some of the shadiest characters in boxing during his 12-year association with Lewis, including demonic American promoter Don King. King, who promoted everyone from Muhammad Ali to Mike Tyson in his four decades in boxing, became so vexed at his inability to get his claws into Lewis that he labelled Maloney ‘a mental midget’ and ‘a pugilistic pigmy’. ‘To make a statement like that, that I was afraid of Eubank,’ adds Maloney, ‘Barry Hearn must be going senile.’ But it is certainly true that Hearn’s way of doing things was at odds with the more established British promoters at the time, who viewed him with scepticism, bordering on contempt. ‘He just chucks money around,’ said Frank Warren. ‘I’m not doubting his honesty but in boxing terms he’s a complete prat.’ Hearn, meanwhile, was slightly more complimentary about Warren: ‘He’s the only man I know who knocks down a door before seeing if it’s locked.’




  Hearn, however, believes he was the only promoter seeing sense in signing the eccentric and untested Eubank. ‘I embraced it because I’m not a normal promoter,’ says Hearn. ‘I’m always looking for something out of the ordinary. As such I appreciate that geniuses in any sport are extraordinary but flawed in some ways because of their genius. So we sat down and worked out a deal. I sent Eubank a letter which he’s got framed on his wall: it outlined that his first three fights would be for £2000, £2500 and £3000. In addition to that I paid him something like £3- or £400 a week allowance. And what I liked about him is that he said: “That allowance can stop when I’ve been beaten once.” And I said to him, “No son, sometimes things go wrong, you might get cut or butted or whatever, so it stops when you’ve been beaten twice”. And we did the deal. After the first three fights it became negotiated on a fight-by-fight basis, but in truth we never really had a contract, we had a handshake. And that is something I like very much but which is very unusual in the boxing business.’




  Eubank soon put the rather chastening experience of the Randy Smith fight behind him, racking up five stoppages before the end of 1989. This run included a fourth-round knockout of Gloucester’s Johnny Melfah, whom Benn had beaten in the ABA middleweight final in 1986, at the Royal Albert Hall. The Eubank-Melfah fight was on the undercard of Jim McDonnell’s brutal world title challenge against the great Azumah Nelson, although Eubank was already exhibiting delusions of grandeur. ‘In his head he was an all-time great,’ says McDonnell, who was knocked out by Nelson, the WBC super-featherweight champion, in the 12th and final round. ‘Because I was the main man in our stable at that time he’d talk to me. He used to say he thought I was the only other one who could fight in our gym and he never used to give anyone else the time of day. But even when I was fighting for the world title he’d try to give me advice. At the weigh-in for my Azumah Nelson fight, as I got off the scales I went to shake Chris’s hand and wish him good luck. He pulled back, shook his head from side to side and said: “I don’t need good luck, Jimthki, you do.” I fell about laughing, it was the funniest thing I’d ever heard.




  ‘But with Eubank, what you are seeing is the truth, that’s the real Chris Eubank, it ain’t an act. I was in New York with him once and we were standing in a hotel room with this martial arts guru called Walter Johnson, whom Chris used to call ”The Doctor”. And he was doing all that posturing and posing he used to do in the ring. The jumping over the top rope, lifting up the one arm, tapping his gloves together, standing still on the spot and looking into space, he learnt all that from this guy Walter. Eubank said to me: ”Jimthki, thith is what you should be doing, thith is the conthept of boxing.” I also remember watching Mike McCallum fight Steve Collins in Boston [in February 1990] and Eubank, who was only an eight-round fighter at the time, went up to Bob Arum and told him he could take the pair of them on the same night. He was always different.’




  Video of the Melfah fight reveals Eubank was already a villain with British fight fans: at one point in the third round Melfah gets through with a crunching right hand before Eubank circles his opponent contemptuously, almost with his back to him. ‘Eubank hamming it up,’ says commentator David Brenner, ‘what they call showboating in America and the crowd don’t like it.’ Cue catcalls and boos from the Albert Hall crowd, an angry reaction probably not heard at that grand old venue since the first performance of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. ‘I don’t know what they made of him in America,’ Brenner continues. ‘Who’s the weird Limey?’ But the weird Limey could bang a bit and he sparked Melfah with a crackerjack right hand in the following round.




  ‘Showboating’ had long been frowned upon in British boxing rings and is viewed with suspicion to this day. ‘I was watching Lee Selby [the British featherweight champion] fight the other day,’ says Lloyd Honeyghan, who caused one of the biggest upsets in British boxing history with his defeat of American welterweight king Don Curry in Atlantic City in 1986. ‘All of a sudden he started getting all sexy in the ring and the referee stopped the fight. I was shouting at the screen: “Don’t do that! That’s part of his game!” It’s not the referee’s job to stop him from doing that, it’s his job to stop him from doing something illegal. The referee shouldn’t be telling me how to fight. When an American fighter does all this flashy stuff, like Floyd Mayweather or Adrien Broner, everybody goes, “He’s brilliant, he’s so great”, but when a British guy starts doing that stuff in the ring, everybody hates him for it.’




  But far from fazing Eubank, the hate that rained down on him from hostile crowds seemed to energise the up-and-coming prospect. ‘The problem for my opponent was that I sucked all the venom in,’ says Eubank, ‘allowed it to well up inside me, transformed it into positive energy, then unleashed it back against him.’ And all that venom would make him very rich outside of the ring. ‘Before, in the good old days, all you did was make a good match, print your posters and wait for the punters to come and buy their tickets,’ said the late Harry Mullan, long-time editor of Boxing News. ‘Hearn felt that wasn’t good enough, you had to go a stage further and go out into the market place and sell it as a product, an entertainment package. He recognised that there has to be a villain, a man you love to hate, and Eubank saw that role wasn’t being filled in British boxing and he chose it for himself.




  ‘Harry was a traditionalist, a great man and a great Corinthian of boxing,’ says Hearn, who made the dour Steve Davis into a household name and snooker into one of the most popular television sports of the 1980s. ‘But the purists of any sport are small in number. The volume comes from the working men who want to be entertained. When I first started in darts, a lot of people said to me: “What are you doing with all this razzmatazz, it’s a game of darts, keep the game respectful and quiet”. And I said, “No, that’s yesterday”. Today is an eighteen- to forty-year-old market place, with more women involved, more alternative forms of entertainment. You’re competing for an audience, both on TV and live. For Harry boxing was the Noble Art, but it’s not the Noble Art for me. I appreciate the skill involved and the bravery of boxers, but my job is to make that as popular as possible so they get the financial reward, I make a return and my TV companies get a rating. It’s not just about the purists in the Blazer Brigade, it’s about knowing your target market.’




  ‘Eubank didn’t think he was the best fighter on the planet, deep down he knew his limitations,’ says the Guardian‘s Donald McRae, who spent time with Eubank for his classic boxing book Dark Trade. ‘So I think he felt he had to develop this persona that would make people laugh and piss people off. And like a lot of insecure people he enjoyed the attention. He also understood that boxing at its most pure, its most basic, would alienate a lot of people. And he thought, probably rightly, that boxing then was slowly going into decline and needed to appeal in a different way. So he knew if he could emphasise the music, the lights, the humour and the absurdity, he would open up his fan base and ultimately make more money.’ The apparent decline of British boxing was indeed a hot topic of conversation in newspapers and trade magazines of the time, with Mickey Duff’s former partner Mike Barrett opining in August 1990, only three months before Eubank’s first fight with Benn: ‘Where is there a fighter whose appearance guarantees a full house? We haven’t had a class fighter since Barry McGuigan and nobody with his charisma.’




  In truth, the ‘white hat-black hat’ angle had been used to sell fights since bare-knuckle days, and probably beyond. Sonny Liston, one of the most hated heavyweight world champions in history, certainly knew its worth in the early 1960s. ‘A boxing match is like a cowboy movie,’ said Liston, ‘there’s got to be the good guys and there’s got to be the bad guys. And that’s what people pay for – to see the bad guys get beat.’ But Hearn, whose first big boxing promotion was the all-British heavyweight contest between Frank Bruno (white hat) and Joe Bugner (black hat) in 1987, milked Eubank’s unpopularity for all it was worth. Luckily for Hearn, Eubank loved to be hated. ‘He gradually brought all that posing and posturing in,’ says Davies. ‘I never encouraged it at the start. But once I realised the effect it had on the crowd, I used to say, “Go on mate, give ‘em the Full Monty, tell ‘em who you are”. I think he loved the boos and the hissing. Although he loved it when they cheered him as well.’




  In March 1990, Eubank won his first professional title, the lightly regarded WBC International middleweight belt, with an eighth-round stoppage of rugged Argentine Hugo Corti at York Hall. But it was his first title defence against Eduardo Contreras, another Argentine, the following month that announced him to the wider British public. It was Eubank’s first fight on ITV – previous bouts had been broadcast on a show called Seconds Out, screened only in London, East Anglia and Wales – and viewers were treated to his full repertoire, from the ‘Simply The Best’-accompanied ring walk, to the vaulting over the ropes, to the statuesque posturing and funky ring moves. The Blazer Brigade would have been spluttering into their sherries but, more importantly to Eubank, the viewers were learning to love to hate him. En masse. They hated him even more when he labelled the sport they loved ‘a mug’s game’. ‘I turned pro in 1986 and I’m still in this godforsaken business,’ added Eubank. ‘It’s an ordeal. People say it’s hypocritical to hate the dirty business and still take the money. But I can do it very easily. Other people out there are killing for it. Whoring for it, lying, cheating, conning for it. I’m fighting for it. I’m gladiating for it.’




  ‘I wouldn’t want to psycho-analyse Eubank, his mind is too complicated to attempt to dissect,’ says McRae. ‘But he understood that boxing, at its core, is about the darkness. He was in enough battles, he suffered enough, and he knew how it felt to get hurt and what he could do to other people. So Eubank’s persona was built on a distaste for boxing.’ As well as raising the hackles of Fleet Street’s dyed-in-the-wool boxing writers, Eubank’s avowed distaste for his trade didn’t go down too well with some of his fellow pros, whom Eubank claimed to be speaking on behalf of. ‘He made it clear that boxing was a mug’s game, and he wanted to make as much money as he could by fighting the biggest mugs that he could,’ says McDonnell. ‘But the mug’s game earned him a hell of a lot of money.’ ‘In any poll for the fighters’ fighter,’ wrote Alan Hubbard in the Observer, ‘Eubank would not figure too highly.’




  However, Eubank’s jaundiced comments about boxing chimed with others within the sport. ‘When he said boxing was a mug’s game, a lot of black boxers like myself knew where he was coming from,’ says Errol Christie, a sparring partner of Eubank who joined the professional ranks in 1982 after a stellar amateur career. ‘Because we were abused by people in boxing. I was just a street boy from Coventry when I moved to London when I was 17 but I’d never lost a fight for my country and I wasn’t treated right. I loved the game but I didn’t love a lot of the people in it. The managers, the promoters, I hate them. But boxers are now more attuned to what the sport can bring them, and that’s a good thing. Both Chris and Nigel saw what I’d done and how I’d been treated and as a result were much more knowledgeable than me.’




  ‘I understood what he was saying and I admired him for saying it,’ says Brian Lynch. ‘If you’re a boxer and you’re in there doing all the hard work and there are all these people outside of the gym who are getting all the money, that’s not really on. So he put an end to that. He said: “I want X amount, I want to fight this fighter and not this fighter and that’s the end of it.“ Boxers have got a lot shrewder now and some of that is to do with Chris.’ ‘I don’t think he should have made the comment about boxing being a mug’s game, I didn’t like that,’ says Ronnie Davies. ‘Because he made a lot of money from the mug’s game. But the comment was slightly misunderstood. What he meant was he didn’t like seeing fighters being ripped off. A lot of them were, and still are.’




  ‘He had a list of rules for Barry Hearn, especially in the early days,’ says McDonnell. ‘He wouldn’t box anyone who was too tall, he wouldn’t box anyone who was a southpaw, he wouldn’t box anyone with a zero on their record. He’d say: “Barry, thith ith buthineth.“ And when Barry would try and make certain fights he’d say: “Barry, thith ith bad buthineth.“ He wanted the least risk for the most benefit and you can’t make him wrong for that. He had it right, he was playing the promoters at their own game. They want you to fight the best boxers out there for the least money you’ll accept and he wouldn’t have it.’




  So while Eubank was dubbed a traitor and a hypocrite and ostracised by his fellow fighters, today he is viewed as something of a pioneer. ‘When I started promoting it wasn’t uncommon for fighters not to know who they were fighting until the night of the fight and they never bothered asking,’ says Hearn. ‘Fast forward to today and a novice professional will want to see tapes of his opponents two months before and will walk into your office with his entrance music, which used to be reserved for the very top of the bill, if at all. So a lot of fighters today have followed Eubank’s example, some successfully, some not so successfully. In the early days you’d take six options on a fighter and if he was successful you’d make a lot of money because you had him cheap. Today’s world doesn’t work like that. At Matchroom we work for Carl Froch, the boxer owns the show today. We take a percentage of the show and that’s actually very fair, because the fighter gets what he deserves and doesn’t get ripped off.’










  
CHAPTER THREE





  Two minds, miles apart?




  One of the great absurdities of the Nigel Benn-Chris Eubank rivalry was that the boxer who talked like a toff was actually significantly more street than his rival, who glorified in his black, working-class roots. It was a dynamic that was central to their frayed relationship: Benn despised Eubank for thinking he was a better person than himself – for not being more like he was. Eubank taught himself to speak like a toff via P. G. Wodehouse and the BBC World Service because he wanted to be as different to Benn and his ‘wild, uncouth’ ilk as it was possible to be. Paradoxically, the deep-seated mutual distrust stemmed from the fact they knew each other intimately.




  Eubank was unquestionably the more complicated character, persuading feature writers, from the world of boxing and beyond, to beat a path to his door. Amateur psychoanalysts all of them, they wanted to unpick Eubank’s mind and find out what made him tick. Like mechanics working under a car, they tapped and yanked and twisted, determined to work the problem out. Because there must have been a problem. Eubank delighted in confounding them, talking ‘philosophically’ about everything from Nietzsche to boxing as a metaphor for religion. ‘Boxing and Christianity are not much different,’ he said. ‘You have to treat boxing like Christianity and come away from the world.’ He could be genuinely thought-provoking about the trade he practised with such effectiveness but which he professed to find so tedious. ‘If it comes down to a fight of will,’ Eubank said before his first fight with Benn, ‘he can’t beat me. Because my will is my skill and his will is primitive.’ If Muhammad Ali had said it people would have been proclaiming his poetic genius.
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