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PROLOGUE
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Fighter and writer stand alone and nervous in a Hamburg lift, quietly counting down the hours until battle, all the while pretending not to worry.


PROLOGUE

BY DAVID HAYE

I first met Elliot Worsell eight years ago at Bethnal Green’s York Hall. He was just a teenager at the time. Don’t worry, though, this isn’t one of those stories. The author of this book had just finished secondary school and was a few months into life at college when we first came into contact at Britain’s home of prizefighting. Like me, he was a boxing fan. Unlike me, Elliot was also a writer. He was seventeen.

As for me, I was watching rather than fighting that December night in Bethnal Green, and had recently been crowned English cruiserweight champion, a title that meant a lot to me at the time, but was something I always viewed as a stepping stone to bigger and better things. I wanted cruiserweight and heavyweight titles of the world variety and, even at that early stage of my career, I was already telling everybody about it. I was twenty-three.

I knew of Elliot and his online boxing writing and, in fact, I first became familiar with his name when he decided to use an incredibly imaginative and somewhat disrespectful phrase to describe my unorthodox boxing style in September 2003. It didn’t bother or upset me, as I knew it was par for the course following a poor performance. Everybody else was taking shots after the fight in question, so at least Elliot was creative with it. It was just unfortunate that the first fight of mine Elliot covered from ringside also happened to be one of my shakiest performances as a professional, and it’s fair to say he made me know all about it. I was knocked down for the first time in my career against Lolenga Mock and, while many were quick to write me off and find the next bandwagon to jump aboard, Elliot, despite an initial teenage tantrum, decided ultimately to stand by me and continue the journey. So, thankfully, by the time we did properly meet face-to-face in late 2003, I was already a fan of his writing and, I think – no, hope – Elliot would say the same about my boxing.

The first thing that struck me about Elliot upon meeting him was how young he looked. He wasn’t your typical ringside reporter, and I’m sure I wasn’t the first person to notice that fact. In between discussing the up-and-down fortunes of Roy Jones Jr and my own ambitious career plans, I asked Elliot how old he was, and he replied, ‘Seventeen’, much to my surprise. Still, I never asked for ID or for him to point me in the direction of his parents, nor did I feel the need to have this youngster prove anything to me. Many people wouldn’t have taken him seriously, given his age, but I could see the potential genius in what he was writing, even at that early stage. Elliot briefly interviewed me that day at York Hall and, although I find it difficult to recall much of the detail, his presence struck a chord with me; I liked the fact that this young kid was following boxing and, more importantly, my own career, with such passion and enthusiasm.

We stayed in touch beyond that first interview, me fighting and Elliot writing and, given the similar circles we were now mixing in, future appointments unfolded naturally. Each time we met I was happy to give him a bit of my time and he was eager to give me a bit of his ear. As time passed, and I began to realise the extent of the knowledge and interest Elliot possessed, we – trainer Adam Booth and I – allowed him even greater access.

Subsequently, Elliot’s boxing knowledge, and knowledge of my own career and tendencies, has grown over the years, and he is now an integral part of my team. Aside from his ongoing and successful writing career, he has helped formulate and strategise my assault on world heavyweight and cruiserweight titles, and has been there in the shadows at every pivotal stage of my professional boxing life. He has spent time with me at home with my family, experienced the ups and downs of training camps, and has even been present in those tense moments when most fighters choose to be left alone.

We always discussed Elliot one day going ahead and writing a book about his time spent with me and, with that very much in mind, I felt it was important to introduce him to the real ‘Hayemaker’ and allow him unprecedented access to situations kept hidden from the public at large. Key moments that stick out for me are the final few hours he spent with me in a Paris hotel before I boxed Jean-Marc Mormeck for the world cruiserweight titles, and then the final hours we shared in a Nuremberg hotel two years later, when I stood up to the seven-foot Russian giant Nikolay Valuev with the WBA world heavyweight belt on the line. Elliot has become a long-standing part of the pre-fight entourage and, therefore, is better positioned than anybody to recall and analyse my path to world titles, as both a cruiserweight and a heavyweight. There really is nobody else capable of writing this story.

These are his, and only his, observations, and many of them were even hidden from me for a number of years. As a result, when I finally read the manuscript I was rediscovering moments, conversations and situations that I’d long forgotten, as well as gaining an insight into how Elliot has viewed my antics along the way. I got a kick out of revisiting the highs and lows and viewing them through the critical eye of somebody else, somebody I respect. It’s one thing recalling my story the way I saw it, but it’s another thing entirely to see it chronicled by someone who has followed me all the way and grown close to me.

I first read Making Haye on an eight-hour flight back from Miami. All potential toilet breaks were ignored. I had just completed the first stint of training for my world heavyweight title unification fight in July, and the book brought the importance of the fight fully into focus. It gave me the chance to contemplate what I had achieved, ponder what had gone right and wrong in the process, and then realise just what a fantastic position I was about to find myself in.

Everything in this book is accurate and beautifully written, and the content remains pure and unvarnished. It is personal, yet also critical. Despite our close relationship, Elliot doesn’t try to sugarcoat situations and, as you will soon discover, is brutally honest with both his observations and opinions. Some of the book’s content made me nostalgic and happy, certain passages made me cringe, and other parts made me sad. All in all, though, I am just immensely happy that this major part of my life has been documented by a man whom I’ve learnt to trust.


PART ONE
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A ten-year-old David Haye steps through the doors of the boxing gym for the first time and immediately challenges all-comers.


CHAPTER ONE
KNOCKOUT KINGS

He had one voice for the world and another voice for me. To the untrained eye and ear, the two were hard to tell apart, but, over time, loyalty and understanding allowed me to notice and embrace the subtle difference. He also had two dreams. One was the kind he’d casually describe to the world, while the other was of a darker variety and remained locked up for much of his adult life. We’d hear the first dream countless times, of course. Ten years of age and belly full of fight, young David Deron Haye returns from Lambeth’s Fitzroy Lodge Amateur Boxing Club and declares to his mother Jane and father Deron that one day he will deliver the heavyweight championship of the world to the mantelpiece of their family home in Gatehouse Square, Bermondsey. Although it shamelessly flirted with sporting cliché, Haye often outlined the aforementioned scenario with unshakeable confidence and clarity.

The boxer’s second dream, however, dabbled in far more surreal and disturbing territory, and many years later would arrive at my doorstep as a byproduct of long-term trust and loyalty.

‘In this dream I look like David Haye, but don’t feel like David Haye,’ he’d tell me. ‘I think I’m in my twenties, but cannot be sure. I’m wearing a pair of white shorts and red gloves and am standing in the centre of a boxing ring throwing punches at thin air. The canvas is thick and sticky like treacle. I don’t know why I’m punching, but can’t seem to stop.

‘I look across the ring at my opponent, but it’s hard to make out his face or recognise the name on his trunks. His face is a blur. Completely anonymous. It’s freaky. He just stands there and lets me punch. He doesn’t even come after me or block. I feel terrible. My punches are long, slow and all wrong. Everything I do is sloppy and lethargic. I try closing the gap on my opponent, but my punches always fall short, no matter how close I try to get. The punches get worse and worse, and remind me of the kind of shots I’d throw as a little kid starting out at the Lodge. The weird thing is, I look great physically and my abs have never been more defined. I’m in the best shape of my life, but I can’t throw punches properly.

‘I then start sweating and become distracted. I nearly trip over the arms of some ringside photographers poking under the bottom rope, and then realise the ring-card girls are waving and flirting with me at ringside. They’re not even pretty, though, and it starts to jar me. They’re ugly as hell. I find myself wondering why they were picked for the job and it pisses me off. Everything just feels wrong and out of place. I haven’t even been hit yet, but I feel like I’ve lost. Everybody laughs at me. I can’t do what I was born to do.’

It was then that Haye would wake from his slumber, wipe the sweat from his brow and dart in haste towards the bathroom mirror. He’d run his trembling hand across his face, checking for any sudden bumps and bruises, before firing left jabs and right crosses at an invisible tormentor. He sought confirmation and reassurance, a sign that reality still cast him as an aspiring boxer with the world at his feet. This recurring dream would nudge Haye at various intervals in the lead-up to fights, and each time the boxer would be forced to wake, sit bolt upright, remember and realign. He never liked to tell people about it, so would instead adopt his other voice and visualise a bare mantelpiece in Gatehouse Square and two proud parents expecting a delivery.

My own boxing dream also centred on the idea of satisfying loved ones on a wet afternoon in a nondescript living room, situated far closer to Aldershot, Hampshire, than Bermondsey, south London, mind you. The vision entailed stepping inside a time machine and enjoying, if only for one day, the so-called golden era of prizefighting that youth had robbed me of ever experiencing. I dreamed of watching Muhammad Ali with my grandfather, and Sugar Ray Leonard with my father. We’d congregate in a similarly modest room to the one Haye planned to decorate with a world heavyweight title, and would relish the chance to deride Ali’s hopes of defeating Sonny Liston in 1964, before bouncing around deliriously as Marvin Hagler and Thomas Hearns launched leather-coated grenades at one another in 1985. Instead, by 2003, boxing’s obsessive need to self-harm had perturbed perfectionists, those who had experienced the good times, and bemused newcomers – the kind who, like me, were chasing the promise of our own Ali or Leonard. The idealised boxing dream had become a prolonged nightmare, and very few were sticking around long enough to wake up and shadow-box in front of a mirror for reassurance.

My father Graham still enjoyed watching prizefighting on television, but often didn’t know or care to know who was fighting or for what prize. Boxing in the twenty-first century had already managed to confuse and isolate even its staunchest followers, and my father had now been lost and bemused for many years. A onetime fan of both Ali and Sugar Ray, he wasn’t about to relearn the intricacies of a sport that had once meant so much both to him and to an entire lost generation. The fact that he couldn’t tell you the names of current world champions was boxing’s problem, not his. Twenty years ago he, and everybody else, would have found such an examination far easier to ace. This was, after all, now a sport corrupted by greed, and boasting upwards of eight world champions in any one of its seventeen weight classes. And yet, given that I was only fourteen years of age at the time, proclamations of the so-called golden age never stirred me too much. I simply didn’t know any better.

‘You should have seen Sugar Ray in his prime,’ my dad would boast. ‘He was like a smaller version of Ali, but was even more exciting to watch. He had everything.’

‘Well, have you heard of Roy Jones, Dad?’ I’d ask in response, keen to slug him back.

My father frowned, muttered and rubbed his chin. He nodded his head in a way that suggested, ‘I should know this – I should know everything my snot-nosed son knows.’

‘His name rings a bell,’ said my father, clearly fibbing, but revealing just enough to remain on a level playing field.

‘Well, he’s amazing,’ I purred. ‘I think he’s the best fighter I’ve ever seen.’

‘What’s so good about him then?’

‘He’s just so athletic and talented. He can win fights with one hand behind his back. He’s the quickest fighter of all time, I reckon. Did you know he can land six left hooks in one second?’

My father didn’t dare argue. A walking encyclopaedia on anybody nicknamed ‘Sugar’, he realised the lights were dimmed when it came to Jones. He’d never heard of him, never seen him, and, until thirty seconds ago, didn’t care for him, either, irrespective of the American’s standing as an acclaimed former middleweight, supermiddleweight, light-heavyweight and soon-to-be heavyweight world champion. Boxing had done this to my father. Boxing had turned him prematurely senile.

Despite his extraordinary hook and look, Pensacola’s Roy Jones Jr was never included on any editions of Knockout Kings, the Playstation 2 video game my brothers and I routinely laboured over in preference to homework. Needless to say, this oversight bugged me annually. I’d warn my brothers Adam and Alex, ‘If you thought I was elusive with those other fighters, wait until you see how much I piss you off with Roy’, but, alas, the spectacle never materialised. Regardless, Jones was my favourite boxer – my Leonard, my Ali – and was the recipient of the kind of love and admiration I’d yet to offer woman or pet. If we’d been afforded the space in our dual bunk-bed room, posters of Jones’ six-pack would have undoubtedly and unashamedly adorned the walls.

Roy’s routine exclusion from Knockout Kings failed to prevent me from applying the gifted American to the ever-expanding roster of customised fighters, of course. The game’s basic yet vital editing facility allowed idle layabouts to add their own boxers – even themselves – into the game’s pool of playable characters, and such an opportunity was never lost on my brothers and me. A selfconfessed boxing anorak from an early age, I’d waste little time drawing up a list of ditched fighters – Roy, Mike Tyson, Kostya Tszyu and Thomas Hearns, to name a few – and then, like Blade Runner’s Dr Eldon Tyrell, would go about providing each with a beating heart and soul. The greatest compliment I could bestow on any professional boxer was to include them on my Knockout Kings roster and lavish their face and body with the sense of authenticity only a true perfectionist could muster. I wanted a jhericurled Hearns to catapult the right hand like he did in ’85, and needed Tszyu to appear with his trademark ponytail intact, and for it to dance gleefully along with each powerful combination he threw. I was a stickler for the finer points and could never understand why nobody else in the family shared my obsession for pixilated pugilists.

‘You’re missing the boxing,’ warned Nita, also known as Mum, upon successfully prising my hands from a control pad and serving up a plate of food at the kitchen table one Friday afternoon in June.

‘What boxing?’ I enquired, mind still on the contours of Tszyu’s hair.

‘Amateur boxing, I think.’

‘Oh.’

Mum was right. We were watching the 2001 World Amateur Championships from the Odyssey Arena in Belfast, and Roy Jones Jr was nowhere in sight, hence my blasé approach. The BBC had showcased the event in its entirety, and we were now in the final throes of the seven-day tournament. Four Ukrainians, two Uzbeks, two Turks, two Romanians, two Russians, one Kazakh, one Bulgarian, one Frenchman and one Englishman made the finals that year, but, on the whole, it was plain sailing for the cruising Cubans, who dominated the majority of weight classes from light-flyweight (48kg) to super-heavyweight (over 91kg). Almost four hundred boxers from a record sixty-seven countries competed at the Odyssey Arena, including six reigning world champions, four current European champions and no fewer than twenty-three medallists from the 2000 Sydney Olympics.

‘That David Haye’s fighting in the final tomorrow, isn’t he?’ asked Mum, as she provided the finishing touches to meals for the rest of the family.

‘Yes, he is,’ I replied, moments before the BBC, as if eavesdropping, conspired to run a sequence of highlights from Haye’s tournament so far. He was the Englishman.

The Bermondsey-born fighter boxed for the East End’s Broad Street Amateur Boxing Club at the time and, along with bronze medallist Carl Froch, had illuminated the games for BBC viewers. In fact, the twenty-year-old Haye’s appearance in the heavyweight final marked the first time an English fighter had ever reached the climactic stage of amateur boxing’s most demanding international competition. This all meant very little to me at this stage, of course. I just wanted to see Roy Jones, and perhaps introduce my father to his miraculous left hook while I was at it.

Nonetheless, Haye’s semi-final victory over Uzelkov was enthralling in a way most other amateur fights weren’t. A victor by twenty-seven points to fifteen, Haye appeared at times as though he wasn’t sure whether he should be attacking or defending, but demonstrated both actions with a conviction that belied his scatty technique. He didn’t seem able to control the God-given gifts he’d been blessed with, including fast and powerful hands and oversized limbs, yet made each rudimentary swing count. This immense athletic specimen seemed as though he’d been moulded from elastic and was able to bend, twist and contort in ways that other fighters, especially rigid European ones, were unable to. He had a relaxed and liquid nature to his supple boxing style, something fight fans often described as the ‘American way’. Dare I say it, the Englishman appeared almost Jones-like at times.

Haye also helped me overcome my phobia of amateur boxers going the distance. Packing dynamite in both fists, but especially the right, he was never content until his opponent was prematurely sniffing canvas. He fought with an intensity and impatience lost on or diluted by other, perhaps better-schooled amateur fighters, especially the Cuban masters. Haye was an out-and-out destroyer, a pugilist developed and destined for the brutal demands of the professional game. Amateur opponents lucky enough to last the distance with him, including Uzelkov, only did so because their cranium was supported by an outer padding of headguard. Remove the wall of protection and Haye would have been knocking everybody out cold. The combination of speed and power was vicious and, though wild and agricultural at this stage, represented early building blocks most fighters would sacrifice a right arm for.

I sat and watched the television that afternoon as an exhausted Haye, holding an icepack to his right bicep, attempted to rationalise his stunning rise to silver medal position through an interview with Mike Costello of the BBC. As well as looking like a killer between the ropes, it was Haye’s humble and self-deprecating style outside the ring that captivated both my mother and me. In all honesty, her highness was never a massive fan of violence at the best of times, so was always swayed more by a well-constructed sentence than a well-picked punch combination. Though barely free from his teenage years, Haye already excelled at both, much to our mutual pleasure.

The sound of Haye’s words entering my eardrums roused as much instant gratification as the first time I listened to Jimi Hendrix’s Electric Ladyland as an after-the-event teenager. He was everything I wanted in a fighter and so much more. Cool and clever, of both sight and sound. A pin-up with a penchant for a punch-up. Catch him at the right angle, through squinted eyes, and you might even think you were watching Hendrix in gloves.

By the time the BBC interview finished, I realised I’d been sitting in front of an empty plate for approximately ten minutes and scampered upstairs to kickstart more productive pursuits.

‘I’ve got someone new to make,’ I said to my brother as the door slammed shut behind me.

‘Who?’ asked Alex, far less intrigued than I would have liked him to be. I grabbed the control pad from his hands and took the pilot’s seat for this one. My masterpiece.

‘I’m creating David Haye,’ I said.

‘Who?’

‘The English guy boxing in the final tomorrow. He’s going to be brilliant.’

‘The heavyweight?’

‘Yeah, but I think I might put him in as a light-heavyweight. He’s too small and skinny to ever be a proper heavyweight.’

‘Okay,’ said my brother, as he climbed to his feet and wandered off towards the door. This major breakthrough was clearly far less of a eureka moment for him than it was for me.

‘Who is he fighting tomorrow?’ he said.

‘Odlanier Solis,’ I replied. ‘The Cuban.’

‘Oh. Well, he’s lost that then, hasn’t he?’

The question was rhetorical, of course. Even an uneducated peasant like my brother knew the score with the Cubans when it came to amateur boxing. I was on the verge of announcing Haye as my greatest fighting creation to date, and yet could do nothing about his inevitable defeat the following day.

Odlanier Fonte Solis was six months older than David Haye and had already twice beaten Cuban legend Felix Savon. The 21-year-old phenom was considered Cuba’s next great amateur heavyweight and the continuation of a tradition established by Savon and Teofilo Stevenson before him. Solis wasn’t only expected to beat Haye comfortably, but was also nailed on to win future World Championships and Olympic Games. Such achievements were considered landmark moments in the careers of British boxers, yet Solis and his superiors looked upon tournament wins as merely part of the duty. The absurd concept of failure in élite-level competition was deemed an unforgivable sin back home in Havana. Like many great Cubans before him, winning was something taken for granted, not praised. With the bar set higher than for most of his peers, Solis, thankfully, had the skills to continually rise above.

The heavyweight favourite’s semi-final victory over Sultan Ibragimov was an exhibition of the art of clean and concise amateur theft. Originally starting the contest in Ibragimov’s pocket, Solis was quick on the draw, and happy to rely on his snappier hands and reflexes to rob points from his bemused opponent. Solis beat a sustained rhythm on the head of Ibragimov, knocking the southpaw this way and that before soaring into a significant points lead.

Once the head-start was established and Ibragimov’s fire extinguished, Solis dropped down the gears and began to immerse himself in the exquisite art of cruise control. This was something at which the Cubans were considered masters, and entailed the winning boxer, more often than not the Cuban, removing their foot from the gas pedal and gracefully gliding through the remainder of the contest, ensuring they received as little punishment as possible. Switching to his back foot, Solis soared around the ring like a malevolent figure-skater, darting back and forth to land solitary jabs or lead right hands whenever he became tired of moving. Stuck in the mud and irreversibly behind on points, Ibragimov was now obsolete in the contest.

Whenever a Cuban hit cruise control, the opponent was better off waving the white towel and heading home. If a Cuban didn’t want to get hit, there was no way to argue the point. With defence the priority, Solis pick-pocketed Ibragimov in the fourth and final round to claim a 23–13 verdict at the bout’s conclusion.

In a battle of the bands, England’s Haye would take to the stage in a thrash metal quartet, while Cuban Solis would calmly ride the rhythm of an eleven-minute instrumental jazz groove. Haye was explosive and unpredictable, a feral mix of athleticism and testosterone. The domesticated Solis, meanwhile, was four teaspoons of measured perfection. He moved better than any other heavyweight in the world and was able to swim in and out of range with sophistication and savvy. Both boxed with their hands tantalisingly by their side, yet the Cuban performed steps for a reason, as Haye trampled on toes and reacted rashly to changes in the direction of the wind.

That’s not to say the Englishman was a silent bystander in Saturday’s dispute, of course. After all, the best way to beat well-schooled, production-line perfection appeared to be via inconsistent and almost insane imperfection. Haye possessed that, at least, in abundance. Solis had revised the textbook back-to-front, while Haye lazily skim-read, dipping in and out of chapters, only focusing on bits that snagged his interest.

Yet, despite a fourteen-year-old’s blindly positive perspective, very few others forecast the Brit taking home gold that weekend. Even the fighter himself, burnt out from a rigorous schedule in Belfast, had doubts going into the biggest fight of his amateur boxing life.

Haye told the BBC on the morning of the fight: ‘Mentally I feel very strong and together, but physically it’s a different story. I feel really knackered. I’ve had three fights on the spin without a day’s rest, and my body’s aching.

‘If you want to become the best in the world, this is all just part of it. You’ve got to put your body through it and sacrifice.’

‘Come on, the fight’s starting,’ hollered our matriarch, as she attempted to fill the living room with as many interested Worsells as possible on Saturday, 9 June. I was already front and centre, of course, eyes locked on the tiny black box in the corner of the room. Normally nonplussed by the sometimes messy nature of a fourround amateur bout, the 2001 World Amateur Championships heavyweight final, and a certain mixed-race Englishman, had, by now, managed to capture our collective attention.

Although the rest of my family shared different levels of interest in the fight, it was heartening to see everybody congregate in the same room and support a British boxer. This kind of communal get-together didn’t happen often in the hectic household, especially with boxing as the focal point and a twenty-year-old stranger as ringleader.

Regardless, the fight started and all eyes were on Haye, a man overflowing with nervous energy and bad intentions. He waved his fists around like a sugar fiend in a sweet shop, unsure what to buy from the pick ’n’ mix rack. Stinging jabs began to pierce the guard of Solis as Haye’s unparalleled hand speed presented the Cuban with a dimension he’d yet to encounter in the tournament. Unwilling to let Haye tee off with jabs, Solis simply upped the pace and charged the gangly Englishman behind a high-held guard.

Then, just as Solis opened up in a neutral corner, Haye found the bingo shot in the form of a scything uppercut that caught the favourite on the unprotected point of the chin. Seemingly unconscious for a split second, Solis reeled back on unsteady legs and scrambled for both his bearings and his pristine reputation.

‘He’s got him!’ I screeched at the television. ‘Solis is hurt!’ The rest of the family joined in and implored Haye to finish the wounded bull across the ring. However, while in a professional ring Haye would be well within his rights to garnish his uppercut with a fusillade of finishing blows, such primitive instincts are forbidden in the amateur game. Rather than a clean knockdown signalling a count, in amateur boxing the standing eight-count is administered whenever a fighter appears hurt or shaken. Forgetting all about code and clarity for a split second, Haye performed a manic charge in pursuit of the finish.

Thankfully, for the sake of Solis’ health, the referee hastily intervened and restored order. Even the poker-faced Solis would have a tough time denying he was hurt by Haye’s lethal right hand, though.

In the ensuing mêlée, Haye went back to the neutral corner on the referee’s instructions and a shell-shocked Solis received his first and only standing count of the championship, with just twentyfive seconds gone in the final.

‘I haven’t seen a Cuban hit like that in living memory,’ swooned BBC commentator Jim Neilly.

‘I’ve never seen anybody hurt like that in the whole competition,’ added co-commentator and former WBC world bantamweight champion Wayne McCullough.

Upon the restart, Haye soared to a 7–2 lead and continued to wail away on a subdued Solis. He first got busy with manic right crosses and left hooks, before wisely settling down behind his trusty jab. Stunned, but now stoic, Solis kept his hands high and soaked up whatever Haye spat his way. He remained calm and composed throughout, and occasionally inserted counterpunches amid Haye’s fury.

Nevertheless, the Englishman settled for a 9–4 lead after the first round concluded, an advantage he would have no doubt gratefully accepted if offered to him before the bout. Nobody beforehand expected Haye to accelerate past the fast-starting Cuban, let alone press shuffle on his mind with a chilling uppercut.

David started the second round with more of the same vigour, as he zapped lefts and rights into Solis’ mid-section from long range. Leaping in and out like a free-spirited puppet on an overlong string, Haye utilised superior foot speed to negotiate positions Solis simply could not match. The Cuban wasn’t agile enough to close the distance, and Haye’s freakishly long arms were primed to touch flesh and vest from afar.

Problems occurred for Haye when his own pace slowed and he began looking for pit stops, however. If the Brit failed to unload from distance, Solis would sense the reluctance, step forward and ransack his punching zone. Once there, the Cuban swiftly revealed just why he was such a highly regarded talent. Demonstrating punching instincts unmatched by anyone in the amateur game, Solis knew when to throw each shot and did so with an uncanny sense of timing and purpose.

Haye, meanwhile, was being weighed down by introspection and anxiety at this point. Still narrowly ahead in the contest, the Briton’s pre-fight injuries became more of an issue with each point Solis clawed back. Suddenly, adrenalin had leaked from our hero’s body, and his first-round uppercut seemed a lifetime ago. The adversary in front of him had eradicated the incident from his memory, and now Haye, too, was questioning whether the first-round flashpoint had ever even occurred. His mind was a fog of uncertainty and self-pity, his legs unsteady and punches unsure. With a minute to go in the second round, Solis had sneaked his way back into the fight at 11–11. By the time the bell sounded for the end of round two, Haye was 19–15 down. Solis had scored fifteen points in two minutes, and was now in pole position to grab the medal everybody expected him to win.

Haye’s sloppiness continued into the third round, too, as he nailed thin air with awkward lefts and rights, only to be promptly punished for his sins by Solis counters. With thirty seconds gone in the round, Haye dallied by the ropes and copped a couple of punches for his troubles. Believing the underdog to be flagging, the referee jumped in and counted the fighter in red. Embarrassed more than hurt, Haye bent at the waist and stretched out, an act of defiance perhaps performed in the hope of returning some pep to his gasping limbs.

Hands now by his thighs, Haye slung frantic punches in the general vicinity of Solis, but was no longer a threat or feature in the bout. The power had vacated Haye’s fists and his attacks were more pesky than purposeful. Experienced beyond his years, Solis quickly sensed this and attempted to close the show.

Checking his invisible watch and calling ‘time’, the referee then provided Haye’s lifeless body with a chance to reanimate backstage. He waved off the contest and rubber-stamped a merciful end to Haye’s gruelling championship. The runner-up merely smiled and shrugged at the bout’s conclusion, well aware that only his body’s inability to perform had forced him to settle for second place. As talented and as adaptable as Solis proved throughout, Haye’s frustration was a result of tiredness rather than inferiority. The score at the time of the stoppage was 31–17, a convincing victory in the amateur ranks, yet meaningless should the two have been pros.

‘Most people would have been knocked out cold by that uppercut,’ Haye told the BBC in the aftermath. ‘I’ve knocked out over twenty people with that same shot, and Solis did well to come back. I hit him with the shot and thought the fight was all over. He staggered back and was still a bit “gone”, but he managed to recover. I actually did further damage to my bicep when throwing that shot, so I think the punch actually hurt me as much as it hurt him.

‘No excuses, though, as the better man won on the day. I’m sure that if the referee had let us continue after the uppercut, my right hand would have been fine to finish him off. That’s just the way it goes sometimes.’

All the post-fight talk was of Haye excelling at the next Olympic Games, scheduled for summer 2004 in Athens. The BBC pundits gushed at the thought of a 23-year-old Haye taking the world by storm on the grandest amateur stage of them all. They believed Haye’s shock triumph in Belfast offered a precursor to what this bubbling ball of hostility could deliver in three years. However, unlike Solis, the fresh-faced British torchbearer had other options and, cock-blocked at the moment his life-changing uppercut landed, didn’t require further evidence to realise fame, fortune and freedom would ultimately be found in a professional ring.

Cuban hero Solis would have been a far safer bet for the 2004 games, of course. Immediately after defeating Haye, the victor was rushed back to Havana, gold medal and first major championship ticked off his extensive to-do list. Just as many had predicted beforehand, Solis had now arrived as Cuba’s next great amateur boxing superstar. Still only twenty-one, he had the time and tenacity to reign for years, winning multiple world and Olympic titles in the process. He was young, impressionable and spirited – exactly the way Fidel Castro liked them.

Upon returning to Havana, Solis could have expected to receive a bicycle or second-hand car for his achievements, depending on how the figures added up and how his heavyweight gold measured against those of fellow Cuban gold medallists Mario Kindelan (lightweight), Guillermo Rigondeaux (bantamweight), Yan Bartelemi (light-flyweight), Diogenes Luna (light-welterweight), Lorenzo Aragon (welterweight), and Damian Austin (light-middleweight).

Bold Brits Haye and Froch were hailed for their ability to hang tough in the final days of the tournament and eventually grab medals – making history in the process – whereas Solis’ gold was equalled by six others and unfairly judged against past successes. It was little surprise, therefore, that the Englishman standing in second place on the podium wore a broader grin than the surly Cuban posing at the highest point, a gold medal swinging from his neck. If Haye had got his way and chinned the determined champion in the opening round, Solis would have returned home a silver medallist without any mode of transport. Haye’s silver medal, on the other hand, was treated as gold and, rather than viewed as a disappointment, would potentially act as his key to riches and glory in the professional game. In a poignant turn of events, Solis’ superior gold medal would ultimately restrict his freedom and opportunity to test himself on the pro stage, yet the defeated Haye was now offered the chance to experience everything hidden from his great Cuban rival. If amateur boxing success merely offered the golden ticket to the chocolate factory, Haye may have triumphed, even in defeat.
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