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FIRST BELL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

YORK HALL, BETHNAL GREEN, 2013

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

WEMBLEY ARENA, LONDON, 2001

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

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

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

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

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

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

It turns out, just about every single thing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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