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Dedication

In loving memory of my incredible father, Jerry.

In honor of my wonderful mother, Lorna.

With love and gratitude for the incomparable Frann.
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Foreword by Tom Brady

I doubt many readers know that Jim Gray has a nickname. Well, they do now: it’s Scratchy. Jack Nicholson was the one who came up with it. When Nicholson wasn’t in his courtside seat at the Forum watching the Los Angeles Lakers play, he would come home late, sometimes after filming a movie, and watch the games on replay, with Jim doing all the interviews. One night Jim picked up the phone and heard a familiar voice. “Way to go, Scratchy. You just keep scratchin’ and digging until you get what you want. Keep scratchin’ for that story, Old Scratchy.”

Scratching, persevering, pushing—those notions form the core of Jim and have since we first met in 2002 during a pregame interview at Super Bowl XXXVI, when the Patriots were playing the Rams at the Superdome in New Orleans. We ended up winning that game, 20–17.

A few years later, when I moved to Los Angeles after my oldest son, Jack, was born, Jim and I struck up a friendship around our love of golfing and sports. In 2011, we decided to partner together on our own national weekly radio show on Westwood One for the pregame and halftime of Monday Night Football. Many hundreds of interviews later, Jim and I still talk on the air every Monday night. Someone once said marriage is a long conversation. My relationship with Jim is the same.

It might seem strange for athletes and sportscasters to become friends, but Jim isn’t an ordinary sportscaster. He has no agenda—and never has. He is warm, genuine, caring, and insightful. He remains a man of great loyalty and integrity, with strong principles and convictions. His relationships matter to him, and he works hard to maintain them. It’s no surprise that so many of the sports figures Jim started off interviewing later turned into his close friends. I’m proud to be one of them.

Still, being friends with Jim is no guarantee he’ll let you off easy in an interview. His M.O. is to dig beneath the surface, though always respectfully. He’s not out to make headlines, or create controversies. He won’t ever hit you from behind with a question that leaves you stammering. He’s after only one thing—authenticity—and he pushes hard to get it.

In fact, a few times over the years, Jim and I have been talking about something on the air, when suddenly he’ll start badgering me, drilling down, pressing me to elaborate on something I said. After the show wraps, I’ve sometimes said, “What the hell were you doing out there? I answered your question, and I answered your follow-up question, but then you asked me three more follow-up questions!” Jim’s response? “It is what it is, Tommy. Some questions and answers require follow-ups.” Whenever that happens, I totally get where the nickname Scratchy comes from.

Jim has covered pretty much every sport over the years, from football and golf to baseball and basketball and boxing, as well as some of the greatest moments for each. He has worked for ESPN, NBC Sports, CBS Sports, ABC Sports, Fox, and Showtime. He has covered Super Bowls, the Olympics, the Masters, the World Series, the NBA Finals, the NCAA Final Four—you name it. His knowledge of sports, and of leadership, and of how big sports institutions work and don’t work, is second to none. He has been at the center of one huge sports story after another. It’s not about luck. It’s about his instincts, his focus, and his ability to connect an event, or a moment, to what viewers or listeners care about, and what they really want to see or hear.

To my mind, it’s not what people do in their twenties that leads to greatness, or a lasting legacy. It’s what they keep doing, year after year, at a consistently high level. As a sportscaster and sports historian, Jim’s career genuinely stands the test of time. He’s elevated all sports, and on the world’s biggest stages, too, by working hard, putting in the time and energy, developing relationships, and telling stories.

Stories? Jim has hundreds, if not thousands, of them—and an insanely good memory, too. It can be hard to play golf with him because I’m too distracted by the anecdote he’s telling about this guy, or that event, and what happened after the fight, during halftime, or inside the locker room. So many of these stories are in this book. Whether he’s describing his first and last interviews with Muhammad Ali, or his interactions and friendships with Mike Tyson, Dr. J, Floyd Mayweather Jr., Michael Jordan, Tiger Woods, Kobe Bryant, Charles Barkley, Hank Aaron, and so many others (plus the last nine US presidents), you’ll find out the lesson Jim learned early on: that the key to interviewing anyone is to listen.

This book is sports history about some of the greats by one of the greats, who was taking it all in on the sidelines, in the stands or the dugout, by the eighteenth green, courtside, or in the broadcast booth. As for my own long conversation with Jim? It’s not over, not even close. See you next Monday, Scratchy, and try to go easy on me.


Preface

Back in 1989, I happened to be strolling the Third Street Promenade in Santa Monica with my friend and fellow broadcaster Bob Costas. We ran into a street performer who might have been homeless and who was rhyming and making jokes. I enjoyed the show, and Bob handed him $5.

The man looked at him. “Yo! Yo! Yo! Bob! Bob! Bob Costa! Come on, Bob! You can do a whole lot better than that!”

Bob handed the man another $20, despite the mispronunciation of his name. The man spit out a few more rhymes, and then he turned suddenly toward me. “And what about you over there? You be on there analyzing some shit!”

We doubled over in laughter, and I handed over another $20. That made $45 total. Big payday. Before we walked away, I said to that man, “If you know who I am, there’s no way you’re homeless. You’re watching way too much television.”

The man started laughing. We parted company. “There’s the title of your book, my friend,” Costas said. “You be on there analyzing some shit.”

This is that shit.


Chapter 1

Tyson

Much More Than The Bite

On the night before he bit off a chunk of another man’s ear, Mike Tyson went to see Don King. More specifically, he went to see Don King about a check. This was June 27, 1997, a Friday, less than twenty-four hours before what’s now known as the Bite Fight. That night changed so much, looking back at the events that had transpired, for boxing and its biggest superstar, and even me.

I was in King’s small temporary office at the MGM Grand as he scribbled out all those zeros, writing out a check for $30 million, then penning his signature at the bottom. It was a staggering amount of money for one night’s work, then or now. But Tyson was worth every penny that King was set to pay him. He was something else: the most exciting, well-known, and thunderous athlete on the planet. On any given Saturday inside a boxing ring, he was liable to hit someone harder than you’ve ever seen a man hit another person. But he was just as likely to spectacularly combust. King knew all this as he tossed the check in my direction. “You imagine?” he said. “I’m paying him $30 million before he fights the fight!”

King then began howling with laughter and shaking his head. “I know I say it all the time,” King boomed. “But goddamn, only in America!”

He wasn’t wrong. Tyson was a decidedly American creation, a worldwide phenomenon whose origin story has transformed over the years into something closer to myth: raised in Brownsville, Brooklyn; molested as a child; he ran with convicts and drug dealers, committed crimes, landed in a juvenile detention center; he was saved by boxing and then nearly destroyed by it. At this point in his career, he had only lost twice: to James “Buster” Douglas in an epic 1990 upset and the first time he faced Evander Holyfield, who won their initial bout by technical knockout in 1996. Tyson complained afterward that Holyfield had leaned on and head-butted him, turning the fight into more of a brawl. This mind-set would become important in the rematch, a bout—and a bite—that would come to help define careers. His and mine.

I saw it all, including the night when Don King handed Tyson that $30 million check. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” King said. “Now, just don’t get into any trouble tonight, my brother. Just keep it calm.”

“No problem,” he responded, as the three of us went out back by MGM’s Grand Garden Arena, where the boxer had parked his brand-new Lamborghini in the loading dock. Back in those days, there were stanchions to protect the vehicles that had to be removed and replaced before and after the cars were parked. Well, Tyson never saw the stanchion that had been put up behind his car. He backed right into it. He probably did $1,000 worth of damage, maybe less, to a $350,000 car.

He leapt from the car, and with a fastball like Sandy Koufax, he threw the keys as hard as he could to the security guard, who weighed like four hundred pounds. “Take this fucking car, get this fucking car away from me!”

“OK, Mr. Tyson,” the man said. “I’ll put it in the valet.”

Tyson stared back menacingly. “What didn’t you fuckin’ understand?” he yelled back. “I said get it away from me. Take this car. It’s bad luck.”

King interjected himself at that point, as he often did when it came to Tyson. “Ay, brother, my man is giving you this car,” he said in that cackling Don King voice. “Take it, have a good time, good luck to you.”

This security guard could barely fit inside the fancy sports car, and he didn’t know what to do, plus he didn’t want it to appear like he was stealing the fighter’s ride. He squeezed into the driver’s seat, and he looked at King, and King looked at Tyson, and the guard looked back and forth between King and Tyson, and he still had no idea what he should do next. He didn’t want Tyson to say that he just drove away with the fighter’s car. Iron Mike, meanwhile, was screaming that the car was bad luck, and how he wanted to think only positive thoughts in the hours before the rematch. So he gave away the car over a fender bender.

That should give you an idea of the lifestyle he was leading. Just one-half of that one night. King and I went to the Palm for dinner with some of his people, and all of a sudden, we could hear this commotion, like a murmur that becomes a roar, and someone came to the table to find King, so he could reel in Tyson, who was a short distance away at the Versace store inside Caesars, shopping.

Tyson and whoever else was with him had racked up something like an $800,000 bill. I remember he bought purple shoes and yellow and orange scarves. The second he took that stuff out of the store, it had no value. He didn’t care. He ordered King to take care of it. “Give me back the check,” King told him. Tyson handed that $30 million piece of paper back. King would later cut him another check, less the amount Tyson had spent in the store.

The champ indulged in having a good time and everything that went with it, whether that was drinking or women or more women, cars, clothes, jewelry, and watches. You name it. He wasn’t living a life of regret. In the span of ninety minutes, I saw him give away a $350,000 car and spend at least $800,000 at Versace. That’s $1.15 million in ninety minutes. In 1997!

Tyson has lived his life, on his terms, on a high wire without any net.

I met him years before that, in the mid-1980s, while eating with my father, Jerry, at Matteo’s in Los Angeles. I loved Matteo’s. The restaurant is still there, on Westwood Boulevard, just off Pico. It used to be an old-school Hollywood hangout, and I thought they served the best cheese ravioli in Los Angeles.

Matty, a real character from Hoboken, New Jersey, was this older gentleman who owned and ran the place for years. He knew everybody. I mean, everybody—

On this particular Sunday, my dad and I were sitting near the entrance, not at one of the prime tables, but close enough to the front door where we could see every person who came in. Sinatra and Sammy were there, along with Dean Martin. So were Lucille Ball and Gary Morton, Al Davis, Wilt Chamberlain, Farrah Fawcett, and Sugar Ray Robinson, the greatest fighter who ever lived. Tyson, who was still a teenager at that point, was seated at a table not too far away, in the middle of the action. He was with the incomparable Jimmy Jacobs, a man who collected films of fights and comic books, played handball at the sport’s highest levels, and came to manage the young menace. Early on, at least.

Jacobs was also there with Bill Cayton, his business partner. King was at a separate table, totally by coincidence, or at least it appeared that way. It’s tricky, because at that time, he didn’t represent Tyson. At one point, I saw the boxer get up to use the restroom, but on his way there, he noticed this train set that wound around the dining room from the ceiling. He was following the train as it sped around, mesmerized like a kid on Christmas, looked down and there I was. He recognized me from TV, which surprised me. “Mike, how are you?” I said, extending a hand.

He sat down at our table and met my dad that night. King also came over and said hello. And every time I ever saw Tyson in the years since—we’re talking decades here—he’d ask about my father. “How’s Jerry?” he’d say in that voice, all high-pitched and fast-paced, like he wanted to say everything at once and just might before the night concluded.

Tyson was something like 12–0 at that point. I can’t say for sure. He had knocked out everyone his management had put in front of him. He was just beginning his pro career. He had amazing power and potential.

As Mike Tyson climbed boxing’s pound-for-pound rankings, ESPN started to send me to some of his fights. I was working freelance for them, transitioning to full time after the Olympics in 1984. We’d always recall that night at Matteo’s. As I mentioned, he’d always ask about my dad. It may not have always seemed this way in press conferences, but he always had good manners with me. He’d call me Mr. Gray.

I’d usually go to his fights and try to get an interview afterward. He almost always did them. You could tell this guy was on, and he was raw, and when you started talking to him about boxing, you could tell he knew the history. Much more than me, or anyone else. His current opponents were all but meaningless to him. He couldn’t tell you their record, or what victories or belts they held, or if those belts carried any significance. But he knew about specific champions, what they meant, their place in history. The guys he was fighting at that point were just in the way, as he carved his path into boxing lore.

He won his first title on November 22, 1986, topping Trevor Berbick by second-round TKO at the Hilton Hotel in Las Vegas. King and the rest of the boxer’s team would have these crazy, wild parties afterward, the most insane of which took place after Tyson toppled Tony Tucker to become the undisputed heavyweight champion in August of 1987. That meant he held all the belts, and he celebrated like he held them. Wearing this ornate crown, he came into a ballroom, clad in a long, flowing blue cape. He had this scepter he carried in his right hand. It was the craziest thing, and as he walked by the buffet, you couldn’t help but notice there was this whole pig, and it felt like something out of the 1700s. That was life around Mike Tyson.

I went up to him after he spoke to the crowd. He was still wearing that outfit. “Isn’t this ridiculous?” he said. “I’m just the heavyweight champion of the world, not some king. However, I do want to keep this crown and necklace. Do you think this is a costume, Jim? Don says all the jewels are real.” I had no idea if those jewels were, in fact, real. But I do know this: life around Tyson was surreal. We laughed and laughed. They put him on the cover of KO Magazine in that getup. That was him, too. When it was time to be serious, we were serious, but when it wasn’t, we would laugh. He was sparse with his words outside of press conferences. He was shy, very shy, when you were just talking to him.

People have asked me how I can relate to someone like Tyson. That’s easy. I like people, and I’m interested in people. I listen. I ask a lot of questions. It’s just my nature; I’m curious. I’ve always gravitated to people like him, because he can describe the tenets of Chairman Mao in great detail and how he impregnated a woman in jail—who wasn’t an inmate.

Tyson’s career, of course, particularly the feel-good aspect of the narrative, took a sharp turn in 1991, when he was arrested and charged with raping an eighteen-year-old named Desiree Washington in an Indianapolis hotel room. The trial took place in 1992 and lasted for more than two weeks.

I followed it, like everybody else in sports but particularly because I knew and liked Tyson. I saw his chauffeur, Virginia Foster, testify as to Washington’s state of shock after the incident. But the boxer proclaimed his innocence, then and now. He testified that the sex between the two of them was consensual and he would later argue, using the lawyer Alan Dershowitz, that the court had excluded three important witnesses and not given the proper instructions to the jury. He lost the initial trial, after ten hours of deliberation, and the Indiana Court of Appeals ruled against him, too, the vote 2–1.

Tyson was only twenty-five years old, just entering his boxing prime when he went to prison. The sentence was for six years, plus four years of probation, although he served slightly over three years. He didn’t fight from June 28, 1991, scoring a unanimous decision win over Donovan Ruddock in their rematch, until August 19, 1995, when he won by disqualification over Peter McNeeley. That bout was broadcast on the network I work for, Showtime. So were the remainder of Tyson’s fights. I interviewed him for the network countless times right up until the end.

In the interim, he lived at the Indiana Youth Center, from April 1992 until March 1995. That was where he converted to Islam. I received a letter from him, from prison.

Here’s the thing about Tyson: he was accountable, and he was responsible for his actions and never blamed his trainers or the referee or the judges or Don King for what happened to him. I asked him at a round table discussion before my Hall of Fame induction why that was. He explained that he was the leader of Team Tyson, and if he did something wrong, or if something went wrong, the one who it affects and the one who did it in nine out of ten instances would be himself. He said that in the tenth instance, when it wasn’t him, it still had an impact on him. He had to pay the price, regardless.

All that is interesting as it relates to the letter he sent from prison to my home in Atlanta. It was handwritten, five pages long, and I had not been expecting it. I opened the mail one day, and there it was. The envelope was unsealed, because when you’re sending mail out of the penitentiary, prison officials review it. I read the letter with great interest. When Mike got out of jail, he let me do the first interview. It was on Dateline and the Today show and I brought the letter with me. I wanted to ask Tyson if it was private to me or if I could share it with the public. If he consented, I would read a passage from it on the air.

“Mr. Gray, you can ask me whatever you want,” he said. “It’s not a problem.”

I read from the letter, on the air. On page two, there was a paragraph that said, “Mr. Gray, they will let me go tomorrow, and I will walk out of prison, if I admit to rape. But I didn’t rape this woman, and I will never admit to something I didn’t do.”

Next paragraph: “However, there are four or five other things that I’ve done throughout the course of my life that are worse than what I’m accused of, so therefore I feel like I’m at the right place at this time.”

What were those things? I asked him. What did he mean? What had he done that was worse than rape? He looked at his attorney and then looked back at me, and he said, “Mr. Gray, it’s probably best that I don’t answer that question on national television because I don’t know the statute of limitations.” The real shocking part came next. “However,” he said, “what I wrote you is true.”

In his third fight after prison, he defeated Frank Bruno by TKO, winning the WBC heavyweight crown on March 3, 1996. Six months later, on September 7, he topped Bruce Seldon by technical knockout to secure the WBA belt. Tyson was back and everyone wondered the same thing. When would he fight Holyfield?

Soon, it turns out, and their first meeting took place at MGM’s famous Grand Garden Arena in November that same year. Holyfield had retired two years earlier, after losing to Michael Moorer, and many saw him as a fighter who was past his prime.

Their bout, that first one, was dubbed “Finally” in the press. The title seemed appropriate. Tyson was a heavy favorite, at least until the action started. He would lose, and not only would he lose, but Holyfield defeated him by technical knockout, when the referee, Mitch Halpern, stopped the bout in Round 11. In victory, Holyfield became only the second boxer in history to win the heavyweight belt three times. But that wasn’t the main story afterward. The main story was how Tyson lost, and his camp believed that Holyfield had been overly aggressive. They felt he had won with a combination of illegal head butts and roughhouse tactics and that he was aided by Halpern, when he had failed to step in.

The shocking loss—and the complaints that followed—set the stage for the rematch. It was scheduled for June 28, 1997. It would take place in the same hotel, the MGM Grand, and the same arena, the Grand Garden. I arrived that week, on Tuesday, a few days before the fight. Our production team met with Holyfield that Friday, as is custom with all fighters before big bouts. He thought it would be easier this time around. Holyfield wasn’t intimidated, and he had his own stuff he was dealing with, whether it was the heart condition or the steroid accusations against him or questions as to whether he’d retire or how that last fight had gone. It’s not like he was sitting there thinking, What’s going on with Mike Tyson? Or, more to the point: Will Mike Tyson bite part of my ear off?

Tyson didn’t come to the fighter meeting. I think he’d had enough. He wasn’t going to sit down and tell us what he was going to do in the fight; it was pretty obvious. Plus, so much had happened to him at that point that he didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to rehash it all and discuss prison, or his divorce to the actress Robin Givens, or the white tigers he owned and kept at his mansion, or the 1990 shocker against Douglas. He certainly didn’t want to relive the first Holyfield fight. He’d been doing that for months. Sometimes he’d snap at people, and that volatility stemmed from what was at stake. He was fighting to save his reputation, fighting to win his title back, and fighting to maintain that expensive lifestyle he was so accustomed to. The man had dropped more than $800,000 at Versace that week! Nobody could control him or his finances. He couldn’t even control them. So everybody was just kind of hanging on, going through this wild ride that led to this fight, this rematch, this moment that will live forever in sports infamy.

Many thought Holyfield was a fluke. That he couldn’t do it again. That he couldn’t do it again especially to Tyson, and that the first bout was more similar to what happened against Douglas. An aberration. An off night. The boxer not being at his best and not paying attention to his craft. Holyfield was too undersized, a glorified cruiserweight. Few had taken into account that Tyson might not be what he used to be, that we were seeing the fall of this great Roman Empire that started from within. That the rest of his career would be less about boxing and more about theatrics. That this was the beginning of Tyson’s third act, after the Rise and the Fall.

All week there was this excitement that built and built. Tyson fights were like Super Bowls. The world stopped to watch, to see what he might do. As he would often tell me, it wasn’t just a corporate crowd that came to his fights. It was the superstar athletes, the A-list celebrities, top politicians, pimps and whores and rappers, drug dealers, billionaires, mobsters, Playboy playmates, Michael Jackson, Steve Wynn, and Donald Trump. Every time, it was a collection of people unlike any collection of people that had ever been assembled.

I woke up early on the morning of the fight. I was excited, naturally. Who wasn’t? Heavyweight prize fights of this magnitude happened so rarely, and not only that, but here was the baddest man on the planet trying to reclaim everything he’d lost. They make movies with far less tension than that.

Certainly nobody thought the fight was going to end the way it ended. The chaos . . . the commotion . . . the chunk of ear, falling to the ground.

I did an interview with Tyson before the fight, as is custom on our Showtime broadcasts. We did it inside his locker room. He was focused. He was solemn. He was thoughtful. And he was ready.

Then I took my usual seat, right behind the broadcasters in the first row. They’re doing the telecast, and I’m watching, too, working my sources, trying to ascertain what’s really happening. My moments happen not only during all these events, but immediately as they come to an end.

Books have been written on the fight itself. It did look to me like they were brawling, and it was clear that Tyson was being head-butted throughout. He was bleeding above his eye, badly, and aggravated to an extreme, and he appeared upset that despite all his complaints from their first matchup, that the referee, Mills Lane, did not dock Holyfield a point but ruled the butt that caused the bleeding accidental. Tyson felt like it was all happening to him again and trailed on all scorecards after two rounds.

Tyson did put together his best—and worst—round in the third. There’s no delicate way to put what happened. I saw Tyson lean in close. I saw him sink his teeth into Holyfield’s ear. I’m listening to the broadcast through my earpiece, with Steve Albert and the rest of the members of Showtime’s telecast describing what happened, instantaneously. They’re trying to explain that Tyson had bitten Holyfield, and then spit out a chunk of his ear. I saw him do that. Holyfield was jumping around, pawing at the side of his head. Mills warned Tyson and docked him two points. But after a brief stoppage, Tyson bit Holyfield’s other ear. Mills disqualified Tyson for the bites. The arena went bananas. It was pandemonium.

It was also time for me to go to work.

I climbed into the ring. Tyson still wanted to fight at that point, and so they had him pinned in the corner, and medical officials were looking at Holyfield’s ear and trying to stop the bleeding. Eventually, Tyson started to move toward Holyfield. No one knew if Tyson was going to hug him, or try to apologize, or see how he was doing. Instead, he started throwing punches. Then the police came in. They were trying to keep the fighters separated, pulling out billy clubs, and Tyson still wanted to go, and I’m standing there, inside the ring, and I’m thinking, This is not good. But I wasn’t going to get out of there. My job was to be in the ring, to try and get the interview.

I was looking for the ear inside the ring. I was looking at Holyfield, too, to see if I could tell what part of his ear was missing, along with if I could see an indentation there, or bite marks. I could have used that information on the air. But he was moving around so much, and then they put a towel on his head, and I just couldn’t see that closely. Still, it was clear that a piece of his earlobe had gone missing.

Meanwhile, everyone is looking at Tyson. I walked into the far corner of the ring, where Mills Lane was standing. I figured that if I stood by the referee, I would not get hit. It’s one thing—one strange, deplorable thing—to bite part of an opponent’s ear off. But if you hit a referee, you’ll never box professionally again. Pretty soon after that, Tyson left the ring. For two or three minutes, chaos ensued. Fans threw beer and everything else at the disgraced boxer as he exited. Some tried to come at him from the stands. I kept wondering the same thing. How am I going to get this interview?

Police were protecting Tyson and themselves from the debris, and they finally were able to escort him to the locker room. My producer, David Dinkins Jr., said, “Jim, forget about Holyfield. Go back to the locker room and see if they’ll let you in. Use your relationship.” So I get back to that space, and there were numerous security guards and policemen, and not only from the MGM but also Tyson’s own bodyguards, who were making sure nobody got in.

I was able to speak with Tyson’s manager, John Horne. That would be Tyson’s soon-to-be-fired manager John Horne. We spoke outside the locker room.

Horne started by declining to comment on the bite. He hadn’t seen it, hadn’t watched it, all that kind of stuff. Then he went straight for how Holyfield had fought Tyson. “All I know is Mike got a cut over his eye, three inches long,” Horne said. “Evander got a little nip on his head. It don’t mean nothing! He (Holyfield) jumped around like a little bitch! That’s what he did!”

“I would have liked to see (Lane) let the fight go,” Horne continued. “The ear ain’t got nothing to do with this fight. It ain’t got nothing to do with his arms, his legs, his head, his body, nothing.”

I tried to explain to Horne that Tyson had bitten Holyfield a second time. That he was disqualified for that bite, for doing it again. At that exact moment, I spied King heading inside the locker room out of the corner of my eye. I finished with Horne just in time to stop King, and we were on camera still, so there wasn’t time for him to wiggle away.

King said he was headed inside to speak with Tyson. I said to him, “Don, obviously not the way that anybody expected that this was going to go. Very disappointing to everybody who bought the fight and those in attendance here. Your thoughts on this disqualification?” I had obligated him, right there, on behalf of the viewer.

“Well, I think that the head butts was there,” King said. “When he had the head butts, and he had had head butts prior to that, there should have been some point taken away, or something to acknowledge these head butts, because this was said so in private before the fight started. Watch the head butts.”

I cut King off right there. “Don, but the fact of the matter is, is the head butts, yes, it is a problem, everybody will acknowledge that Holyfield was in violation with the head butts. The proper reaction, however, is not to bite, correct?”

“Well, I don’t . . . the proper reaction is not to bite,” King reluctantly admitted. “But I guess when a guy feels that he’s pleading with the referee to give him some consideration, and then he don’t get the consideration, then he just goes beyond reason. I mean, you must be able to deal with reason and practicality, but you have two athletes in there, highly passionate, very hot, ready to fight and fight they were doing. The fight was just beginning. I don’t know why it would be stopped.”

I kept pressing. “Well . . . let me stop you right there, before we go on to that. You’re saying Mills Lane should not have stopped the fight? On the second bite?” I asked.

“When Holyfield got bitten, Mills Lane said he took a point from us,” King said.

“And a second point,” I noted. “And then at the end of the round, Mills Lane had said that Tyson had bit him on the other ear, which in this instance I believe would be the left ear. Two bites on the ear.”

King shook his head in that hallway. “I didn’t see it, so I can’t comment on that,” he said.

“That’s why he disqualified him,” I said.

“I’d have to see that before I make any comments on that,” King responded. “I don’t want to be irrational.”

I told King we should move on, asking him what would happen to Tyson moving forward, after the bites. He said he wanted to find out the facts. I asked if he could ever convince Holyfield to take a third fight against Tyson. “I don’t know whether I can or not,” King said.

“I know you don’t make this decision,” I said, continuing to press. “But should these fighters be paid for this evening’s work? Some sixty-odd million dollars that went out tonight.”

“Yes, they should be paid,” he said, still clad in a black tuxedo, hair pointed toward the heavens. “They came, they fought. Boxing is unpredictable. You don’t know what’s going to happen . . . I’m disappointed myself. Because of the outcome, I wanted to see this fight to the finale.”

King said he would do his best to make sure that Tyson came out and granted us an interview. He wanted him to explain himself and only Tyson could do that. That’s one thing about King. He never wants to be the guy who can’t deliver. Lo and behold, I’m not sure how long it was—maybe three minutes, maybe five, maybe ten—and out comes Mike Tyson, still agitated, shifting from side to side. They threw it right to me on the broadcast, and less than ten seconds later I’m interviewing him.

I decided the best thing to do was to conduct the interview in chronological order.

“The head butt in the second round, which opened the gash on your eye. Tell us about that, first,” I said.

“He butted me in the first round, but then he butted me again in the second round,” Tyson said, the words spilling from his mouth without pause, as if unencumbered by punctuation. “And then as soon as he butt me, I watched him, he had looked right at me, and I saw him and he butted me again; he kept going down and coming up. He charged into me. And no one warned him. No one took any points from him.

“What am I to do?” Tyson continued. “This is my career. I can’t continue getting butted like that. I got children to raise. And this guy keeps butting me, trying to cut me . . . I gotta retaliate.”

I cut in there. “Immediately, you stopped,” I said. “You stopped fighting immediately right there and you turned to Mills Lane and you said, what? What did you say to Mills right at that time?”

“I don’t remember,” Tyson said. “I told him that he butt me. I know I complained about being butted. And complained about the first fight. Listen, Holyfield’s not the tough warrior everyone says he is. He got little nicks on his ear. I got one eye! He’s not impaired! He got ears! I got one eye! If you take one, I got another one! I’m ready to fight! He didn’t want to fight!”

He continued on this way, getting angrier, his posture changing, becoming more demonstrative, his voice rising as he looked around for affirmation. “Mills Lane, though, Mills Lane stopped the fight,” I pointed out. “It wasn’t Holyfield who stopped the fight.”

“He didn’t want to fight,” Tyson responded. “He didn’t want to fight.” Horne cut in there, saying, “don’t put nothing on Mills.”

“Mills said he stopped the fight,” I said. “You bit him. Was that a retaliation, for the eye, when you bit him in his ear?”

“Regardless of what I did, he was butting me for two fights,” Tyson responded emphatically.

At that point, I asked what everyone wanted to know, what had to be asked, even to a man who had just done what Tyson had done inside that ring. He had to address the bite. Regardless of the head butts, regardless of the referee, he had to address the bite. I told him that he needed to. “I did address that!” he said, shouting almost. “I addressed it in the ring!”

“Why did you do that, though, Mike?” I asked. “Is that the proper response?”

“Look at me!” Tyson shouted, repeating that phrase several times. “I gotta go home, my kids are going to be scared of me. Look at me, man.” Then he turned around and walked away. When he said look at me, I did. I could see his orbital bone, which was exposed because he had not yet been stitched up. In all my years covering sports, I had never seen something that deep, that raw. It’s something you see and never, ever forget. Still, what Tyson had done was crazy, and it was my job as a broadcaster to obtain the most information possible from a volatile and evolving circumstance.

What struck me both in that moment and in the years since was this: even in his worst moment, Tyson had done the interview. To me, it signified that he was a genuine man. That he had just performed one of the most horrific and despicable acts that any of us could remember in sports, and yet he came there, and he answered the questions. He didn’t stand behind a press release or hide behind his team. He didn’t wait five days. He was facing a lifetime ban, plus losing his whole purse—that huge check I’d seen King hand him—and I respected and appreciated him for talking with me. I can’t think of another athlete who, under those circumstances, in such close proximity to what had just transpired, would have done that interview. Only Tyson.

The aftermath of the fight and the bites was intense, for both of us. I went to New York the next day, and then I went on the Today show. I did Larry King Live. At first, all the folks who interviewed me thought I was nuts. They wanted to know if I worried I was going to get beaten up inside the ring, or what was going through my mind when I interviewed Tyson in that hallway.

I did television and radio spots for something like three straight days. Finally, we got to a point with the NBC and Showtime PR teams where it was just enough. We had to start telling people no. I probably had more than two hundred requests, all the big radio stations and all the best television talk shows, and every newspaper. I wouldn’t say it was fun, because I felt bad for Tyson, and I didn’t want to be that guy, who was just there to pile on. I wanted to tell what happened from my vantage point, but I took no joy from the events that had transpired. They weren’t good for boxing, and the night wasn’t good for Mike, and it was both good and bad for Showtime. Good because of all the attention; bad because it was the wrong kind of attention.

Still, I was personally satisfied with my performance and proud of the way my Showtime colleagues handled that broadcast. It was perhaps the single best moment of my career. It’s the only interview I’ve ever done—we’re talking tens of thousands here—that I felt I got exactly right.

In 1998, after Operation Desert Storm and before the second war with Iraq, I saw the man who led the first Gulf War, General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, at an event. We had worked together at CBS during the Winter Olympics a few years before. While we were talking he said something I never forgot. He told me in a joking and kidding way that he should kiss a photo of Saddam Hussein every morning. “You ought to do the same with Mike Tyson,” the general added. “Without Saddam, I’m just another four-star general. Without Tyson, you’re just another sportscaster.”

I’ve known Mike Tyson for over thirty-five years now, and, since the day it happened, everyone asks me about the Bite Fight. Usually, it’s one of the first things that people ask me, especially when Tyson comes up. That’s because the interview, which won an Emmy, was when our relationship was cemented and became well known, as an infamous moment in sports and boxing history.

Moments like these don’t happen without a team of people, trying to put out the best possible broadcast. Nobody does anything in television by themselves. Dinkins cemented his status as a Hall of Fame producer that night. Gene Samuels, our cameraman, got roughed up by Tyson’s team as he tried to get out of the ring. They knocked him down with his camera while he was shooting the chaos live on the air. He was assaulted, not by Tyson, but by the horde that surrounded him. If he had set his camera down and gone home, no one would have blamed him. Instead, he stood in there, as a tough, courageous guy, and he came back and did that interview, and it was in focus, and it was brilliant, and he pushed in at just the right time.

If there’s nobody there to shoot it, the interview doesn’t happen. If the audio guy doesn’t have the microphone right, the interview doesn’t happen. If the satellite transmission folks decided to go off the air right then, the interview doesn’t happen. If King doesn’t stop . . . if Tyson doesn’t come back out . . . if he’s not forthright . . . if I stumble . . . the fact is I was at my best and everyone I work with was at their best, too. Viewers just didn’t see everything that happened behind the scenes.

I wondered sometimes what my life would be like after that moment. How would subsequent interviews unfold? What would be on that scale? I remember asking that question to Neil Armstrong, the first man to walk the moon. I asked him, “When you’ve been to the moon, what else really compares?” He said, “I don’t really think of it that way, but when you put it the way you did, no, nothing really ever will. You just don’t tell anybody about it.”

The Tyson interview was like that for me. It’s not comparable, in any way, by any stretch, to walking on the moon. But in my life’s experience in broadcasting, nothing else for me will ever compare to it. I knew, at that moment, that nothing like that, no matter what I covered, no matter where I went, no matter how many years I did this, would happen to me for the rest of my life. He had that thing around him, an aura, where everybody wanted to see him and everybody wanted to touch him and be around him. The Mike Tyson Experience. But this night, the Bite Fight, was something else.

Any time I’m in a public place, or if I’m on talk radio, or at a boxing event, it comes up. I often think I’m grateful that I don’t have to forgive myself for screwing that night up, because it would have been really easy to. There are other events I get asked about: the Pete Rose interview, “The Decision,” and my relationship with Kobe Bryant. Sometimes, it’s the Malice at the Palace, or the 1996 Olympic bombing. Sometimes, it’s Brady, Brady, and more Tom Brady. But mostly, over the past quarter-century, people ask about the Bite Fight. And that wasn’t my only unforgettable moment with Tyson. Not by a long shot.

Sometimes I wonder if Tyson was the last person in sports who didn’t BS anybody. There was a weird paradox with him, because so many people thought he was unhinged, that no one could corral him, and yet in my assessment, he always answered every question. It’s hard to put “honest” and “biting someone’s ear off” in the same description. But that was Tyson. Both things could indeed be accurate. A lot of times people don’t want to hear that kind of truth. They’re so used to all the sugarcoating in sports, all the nonsense, all the coach speak, and then when they hear that kind of transparency—like Tyson’s transparency—it’s jarring. And it can get a little weird.

I once saw him holding a man by his ankles outside the window on the third floor of a hotel. They had had some sort of altercation, probably over money, and Tyson was asking this man, “Bitch, can you fly?” It was more astonishing to me than the ear biting. But he didn’t drop the guy. He just made the guy think he was going to drop him.

Did I mention that the boxer once told me in a live interview he wanted to eat the children of fellow heavyweight champion Lennox Lewis?

It started innocently enough, after he knocked out Lou Savarese in thirty-eight seconds in a 2000 bout. “Mike, was that your shortest fight ever?” I asked him.

“I bear witness, there is only one God,” Tyson responded, a white towel draped over his broad shoulders. “And Muhammad blesses and keeps me upon him as his prophet. I dedicate this fight to my brother, Darryl Baum, who died. I’ll be there to see you. I love you with all my heart. All praise be to my children, I love you. God, amen. What?”

I repeated the question. “Is this your shortest fight ever? Any time, amateur, professional, ever?”

He shook his head and continued. “I don’t know, man,” he said, adding, “Yeah,” then segueing right there into something else. “Lennox Lewis, I’m coming for you,” he said, his tone turning at this instant, moving toward menacing.

I asked him, “Mike, is it frustrating to train for this like you did and then have it end . . .”

Tyson cut me off. “I didn’t train for this fight. I only trained probably two weeks, or three weeks for this fight. I had to bury my best friend. And . . . I dedicated this fight to him.” Then, another turn. “I was going to rip his heart out! I’m the best ever! I’m the most brutal and most vicious and most ruthless champion there’s ever been. There’s no one can stop me.”

He continued, voice rising, giving one the best—and most disturbing—quotes in sports history. “Lennox is the conqueror? No. I’m Alexander. He’s no Alexander. I’m the best ever! There’s never been anybody as ruthless. I’m Sonny Liston! I’m Jack Dempsey! There’s no one like me! I’m from their cloth. There’s no one that can match me! My style is impetuous! My defense is impregnable! And I’m just ferocious! I want your heart! I want to eat his children! Praise be to Allah!”

Tyson walked away. I was trying to get another question in.

Did I mention he once told me he won a fight with a broken back? It was after he topped Clifford Etienne in 2003. The first fight after he’d gotten that tattoo on his face.

“Mike, were you really sick this week?” I asked him. “What was the problem?”

“I broke my back,” he said, with a straight face.

I asked the only natural follow-up question there. “What do you mean by that? You broke . . .”

“My back is broken,” he said, again with a straight face.

“A vertebrae? Or what portion?” I asked.

“Spinal.”

That’s hysterical. Did I also tell you that Tyson threatened to kill me once? Also happened. I had asked him some random question after one of his fights and his response was, “I will kill you, and I will kill Don King, and I will do it right now.” It just came out of nowhere. I said, “Why?” Or, “Over what?” He said that King had stolen money from him, taken advantage of him, and so I just let him answer. And after that, when I asked him something else, he answered, then said, “Mr. Gray, I love you,” and he kissed me on the cheek.

I’ve always contended that in those absurd forty-five seconds, it was far more disturbing when he kissed me than when he threatened to kill me.

Tyson retired in June of 2005. He had lost, for the third time in four fights, and to Kevin McBride, a fighter who would retire with ten defeats. “I don’t have it anymore,” he told me. “I just don’t have this in my heart anymore. I don’t have the ferocity . . . I’m not an animal.” His career was over, and it was sad for me. But Mike had run out of energy and desire. He had been fighting—inside the ring and out—his entire life. He had had enough. We continued to keep in touch.

Flash forward thirteen years. To the summer of 2018. I’m in Canastota, New York, and I’m being inducted into the International Boxing Hall of Fame. The guy who climbed in the ring two decades ago after Tyson bit off part of another man’s ear would now join him in boxing’s most hallowed halls. He was seated on the stage, next to other Hall of Fame boxers. He was near the podium, and he would help introduce me. He stood up, and we shook hands and hugged. Then Tyson handed me the plaque and a ring and started speaking into the microphone.

“My name is Mike Tyson,” he started, “and I’m here to talk on behalf of my good friend Jim Gray.”

He said he’d known me for twenty years, although it had actually been thirty-three. Said I’d always been honest, a straight shooter, “even when I (Tyson referring to himself) was wrong.”

“Which I was wrong most of the time,” he added.

Talk about symmetry. He mentioned my father, right away. “I would have liked to have seen his father been able to come here,” Tyson said, and we both started to tear up. “Oh, shit,” he said, realizing the emotion in that moment. “It didn’t happen, but I know he’s looking down, and he’s looking at his boy,” he said. “He’s very proud.” I choked back tears myself, right there on that stage, right before I’m supposed to give my Hall of Fame speech. “I’m sorry I’m crying,” Tyson continued. “I’m just thinking about his dad.” Me, too, Mike. Me, too.

How do you follow that? Well, I told the story of Matteo’s. The night we met. How much it meant to me and how much my induction would ultimately have meant to my father. I can’t believe we ended up in a place where Tyson, the man who had once threatened to kill me—and kissed me—ended up calling me his most trusted friend. His life has been a roller coaster. He remains a complicated man, forever unpredictable. Who knows what happens next.
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Chapter 2

Ali

Touched by the Greatest

While in college at the University of Colorado, I interned for Channel 9 in Denver. The station went by the call letters KBTV back then, and it was the local ABC affiliate. The offices were located at 1089 Bannock Street, a thirty-five-minute drive from my dorm room in Boulder, and I performed all the usual unglamorous intern tasks without complaint: ripping important sports stories off the AP wire, watching games, pulling highlights, and making phone calls for the anchors.

This was so long ago that station managers were just starting to convert from film to videotape. Many older editors took buyouts in light of that transition, not wanting to learn a new craft at their advanced ages. But when the people in charge asked if I wanted to become a videotape editor, I understood almost nothing about the job but knew my answer immediately. Yes, of course. I was an eighteen-year-old freshman making fifty dollars a day. That was a lot of money back then. I used the money to make payments on my mustard-yellow Toyota Corolla, and I used a small portion of the leftover cash to purchase beer kegs for my friends in the dorm.

At 7:30 one random Monday morning, I sat down to edit the show “The Broncos with Red Miller.” He was the Denver Broncos head coach from 1977 to 1980. The offices were quiet, until the assignment editor, Sue Tews, came barreling into the editing suite.

“You know something about sports, right?” she asked, while trying to catch her breath.

Yes, I told her. I was the sports intern turned videotape editor.

“What are you doing right now?” she asked, still breathless.

I pointed at the screen bank.

“You gotta go right now and interview Muhammad Ali,” she said. “He’s at the Stapleton International Airport, and he’s two hours early.”

Apparently, Ali had an interview scheduled with one of the sports anchors. But this was before cell phones, before beepers, before anyone could find anyone else short of catching them at home and near the phone and willing to pick up. The good old days when people connected in person, more or less. But that also meant that Sue had no chance to find the anchor before Ali left the airport, catching an earlier flight without doing the interview. So, instead, she had chosen to send the only person available—me. I wasn’t even shaving yet.

Immediately, I ran to the sports office, searching for a tie, or a jacket, anything to help me not look as young as I actually was. I found nothing, so I sprinted to the weatherman’s cubicle next. He was this little guy, with the most perfect nickname you’ve ever heard for a person in that profession. Stormy Rottman. His real name was Leon, but no one called him that after he left the air force and carved out a career on local television. But the jacket didn’t fit, so I took off for Stapleton, my stomach swirling, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I would soon conduct my very first interview—with the most famous person, at that time, on earth.

I knew Ali, but I didn’t know Ali. I used to watch or listen to all his fights with my father. I reveled in his banter with my favorite broadcaster, Howard Cosell. I didn’t have a notepad. I hadn’t had time to write down any questions. But I tried to fashion a conversation from what I had seen Cosell ask him for years. I had watched all Ali’s fights since I could remember, and I knew his life, inside and out.

I drove myself to the airport, found Ali’s gate and walked with him, up a concourse, into a small room. The first words Ali spoke upon our arrival were . . . “You’re the interviewer?” he asked as he sat down, incredulous.

“Are you still in school?” he continued, having a little fun at my expense.

I started to ask questions, and he glanced over at his entourage and handlers, maybe a half dozen total, and when no one said anything, like, hey, this is crazy, he simply answered the questions that I asked. After a few quick exchanges, he said, “You sound like a local Howard Cosell.”

That was the best compliment I had received in my entire life. No exaggeration. That was the thing about Ali, though. He put everyone at ease.

He went on to discuss his global initiatives, his plans to help the poorest people in places like Ethiopia and Afghanistan and Sudan. How he wanted to return to the jungle and have another rumble. He told me about the Muslim religion and what it meant to him, how it defined him.

I learned a great and simple lesson that day, in 1978. That the key to interviewing anyone is to listen. Sounds easy. It’s not. I knew Ali would soon fight Leon Spinks in what would become their famous rematch in September of that year. I knew he wanted to stage an exhibition in Denver with Broncos defensive end Lyle Alzado. But exploring those topics was the easy part. I filled the rest of our thirty-two-minute interview with questions based on his previous answers. You’d be surprised how often that doesn’t happen.

I came back to the station to edit myself out of the interview and Roger Ogden, the news director, came into my edit suite. He wanted to see the Ali tape. He watched it twice. After an hour, he looked at me and said, “I’m putting you and this tape on the air. It’s barely adequate.”
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The interview aired that night, marking my first appearance on 9News. It changed my life. The thrill from that day has never faded.

I came to admire Cosell, to rank him atop my early list of icons, the same way that most people came to know him: by watching his highlights show that aired at halftime of Monday Night Football. My hometown team, the Broncos, were rarely very good back then, and because of their record and how late their games ended on the East Coast, in most weeks they did not land on Cosell’s montage. But every week I watched anyway, and most times I was disappointed when the broadcast inevitably would flash the same sentence across the screen: “Due to logistical reasons, we cannot show you Bronco highlights. Please do not inundate the station.”

I started to pay closer attention to all his work outside of Monday Night Football. I loved his interviews with fighters, like Ali. Cosell became a fixture in our house. My father was amazed that this burgeoning boxer named Cassius Clay had toppled the great Sonny Liston in 1964. I was only four years old, but it made an impression—the fearsome heavyweight lived in Denver and my dad was disappointed the local champ had lost.

Liston’s house, oddly enough, was one we visited every year during the holiday season. My parents would drive our family around the city to look at the festive lights, and one stop we’d always make was at Liston’s place on Monaco Parkway, out by the same airport where a young me interviewed Ali, because Liston always put together a huge Christmas display. After watching him lose, my father joked that “you could turn the lights out on his career.” Confused, I asked if he meant that we wouldn’t be able to drive by his holiday decorations anymore. My dad laughed, explaining that “turn out the lights” was an expression. His lights at Christmas would remain on. Whew. What a relief.

My dad was a big boxing fan. Not just of the heavyweights. He would take me to the Golden Glove tournaments to familiarize us with the local fighters who lived in Denver. We knew Ron Lyle, a local convict turned boxer, had made it, like really made it, when Cosell’s microphone landed in front of his face. He ended up fighting Ali and losing a very close, tough bout in the eleventh round. I became enamored with Cosell and his approach. I found him funny and smart and he had this voice that was instantly and incredibly recognizable. He was also a fixture at the biggest events, and he interviewed the most famous celebrities in sports. A part of me wondered: You can make a living doing that?

A few years into my career, I met Cosell. I had been working at the fights. He took me out to lunch a few times, giving me advice on what to ask, what to look for, how to broadcast. Then he urged me to try my hand at another profession. More than once. “Jimmy, make something of your life,” he’d say, in that inimitable Howard Cosell voice. “Please, you
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