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INTRODUCTION

Michigan seems like a dream to me now…
I’ve gone to look for America.

—SIMON AND GARFUNKEL, “AMERICA”

THE MOST ENJOYABLE PART of this project has been the conversations—not only with the fighters, but with regular people in airport terminals (too many—the terminals, not the people), hotel lobbies, restaurants, and elevators. They ask what you do. You tell them you’re writing a book about Mike Tyson. He’s a lunatic, they say. What an animal. An icon. A freak. Did he try to bite your ear off? Ha ha. They all say this as if they were the first people clever enough to think of it.

I especially enjoy the look of shock on their faces when I tell them that I found Tyson to be kind, gentle, accomodating, and intelligent. Well read. Good to children. A guy who seems to want to live out his years quietly, but, as per American celebrity culture, will probably never get the opportunity. Their shock, I think, is my favorite part. That, and the travel. This is a book that happened from the inside of cars… rentals… airplanes… airport shuttles… riding to see people who may or may not show up. People who once were televised and now aren’t but are now remarkably like us. Regular. It’s about Tyrell at 57th and Haverford in Philly, Lott on 5th Avenue, Tubbs still in the ring, Pinklon in the diners, Marvis in his dad’s shadow. Me in my dad’s shadow and extremely proud to be there. And about finally taking her with me to Miami.

She had asked me why was it again that I like boxing, which is something she asks pretty much every month. I talk about how it’s human drama, how there is more respect for the opponent than in any other sport, and how I’ve met some of the most open, honest, and interesting people covering boxing. I then talk about how I’d like to get back in the gym, maybe do some light sparring. That’s usually when she throws something at my head.

“It’s the brain damage I have a problem with,” she says. “I have trouble with a sport where the idea is to concuss the other guy.”

It’s hard to argue with that. I’ve felt ill at ringside before, and some of those experiences are described in detail on these pages. Boxing ravages the body. It is a head-trauma sport. I had always tried to rationalize it away before, telling people that if guys got out at the right time they would be fine. That is not true. Every man who has stepped in the ring has come out a little less whole. I used to think I wanted to do it, to box. But I’ve since learned that it’s like being a war historian. You become an enthusiast, you go to the museums, watch the films, you respect the men that bled and died, etc. But at the end of the day you’re glad you’re glad you weren’t there, dodging the bullets. Such is my relationship with boxing.

Watching Mike Tyson walk into a boxing ring in his prime was akin to watching Barry Bonds hit a home run or Michael Jordan shoot a basketball. Or maybe it’s more like watching one of those mushroom clouds billow up during a documentary about “the bomb.” It’s a thing of such ferocious beauty that you can’t force yourself to look away. At any rate, Tyson was the Picasso of the ring walk. He had it down to such an extent—with the gladiator-themed garb (towel, black shorts, no socks), frightening physique, and blank stare—that he often beat men (see Michael Spinks) before the fight even began. Regardless of how one feels about Tyson’s body of work as a whole, especially in recent years, he mastered the ring walk with brutal style.

Mike Tyson was, and is, a cultural icon. In his heyday, before his loss to Buster Douglas, he was a box office draw and marketing commodity of Jordanesque proportions. This is a Tyson who punched often and with no wasted motion. A Tyson who showed head movement and didn’t pose after punches. The punches themselves were physics lessons delivered with a maximum of bad intentions, as he liked to say. This, despite the high voice and lisp, still managed to sound really scary. He was an antihero before the 90s made anti-heroes cliché.

My goal was to learn more about him by interviewing his contemporaries—the men that walked into the ring with him and opposite him and survived. I tried to talk to these boxers, managers, and trainers in their own environments—their homes, their gyms, and their streets—and hear each tell the story of their brush with the “baddest man on the planet.” Some of his opponents went on to fame and fortune in the ring (Evander Holyfield, Lennox Lewis); others, as is often the case in boxing, have ended up back on the streets.

This is not meant to be a definitive chronological history of Mike Tyson, or a thinky, sociological treatise on “how the streets made Mike the way he is,” but rather an opportunity for the greatest storytellers in sports—fighters—to tell their stories. That said, boxing is a hungry man’s game, and many of his contemporaries proved difficult to pin down. Many refused to talk with me because there was no money in it for them; at least two (Cliff Etienne and Henry Till-man) are behind bars for violent crimes. Razor Rud-dock, according to one prominent manager, is on the lam in Jamaica trying to evade the long arm of the 1RS. Tony Tucker asked, “What’s in it for me?,” which could be the battle cry of our generation. Peter McNeeley, at the behest of his manager Vinny Vecchione, needed $500 bucks because, as he said, “We’re just a couple of hardworking guys trying to make ends meet.” I am inclined to believe him, but we never connected. Buster Douglas was working on his own book, and feared overexposure. After several good conversations with Jim Kurtz, manager for Bruce Seldon, his fighter passed—it was too hard, he said, to reopen that chapter of his life. And the vast majority, it seems, just disappeared. There is no player’s association to keep them together, and there is no banquet circuit for the ex-boxer.

THE BOOK HAS PROVIDED some enduring memories—fearing for my life in the back seat of Pinklon Thomas’s car, being sold on the travel business by James “Bonecrusher” Smith, arguing over the breakfast bill with Kevin McBride (he wouldn’t let me pay), and being drunk-dialed by Mitch Green on my cellular phone. Yes, I have changed my number. Perhaps the most memorable event was being there for the end of Mike Tyson’s career on June 11, 2005, in Washington, DC.

I knew I was going to write at length about Mike Tyson on June 8, 2002, the night he lost to Lennox Lewis in front of the whole world, losing the fight, along with much of his mystique, in an 8th round KO. I was covering a small fight card in Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, with my father, doing a short piece for ESPN.com on then-heavyweight title contender and current IBF champion Chris Byrd. The gist of the piece was that Byrd is the anti-Tyson—a soft spoken, genial family man who reads the Bible and for whom boxing is just a sport, rather than the definition of who he is. All of that, by the way, is very true. Byrd and his family were delightful. He knocked a guy named Jeff Pegues silly and then hung out with his wife, parents, and kids backstage. The whole thing was about as sinister as a church picnic. Then, on giant televisions set up in the casino theatre, my father and I watched the dismantling of Mike Tyson.

I had never felt much for Tyson before, other than the fact that I felt like my childhood, in a boxing sense, was defined by Iron Mike. Like many, I had lost respect for him as a result of the rape trial and his other public foibles and, if pressed, would have admitted to rooting for Lennox Lewis that evening.

Tyson walked to the ring accompanied by the fierce beats of DMX, complete with towel and entourage, looking menacing and looking like Mike Tyson. Strangely, as Tyson’s entourage got bigger, his performances began to suffer. The ring in Memphis (Tyson had already been expelled from the boxing Edens of Las Vegas and Atlantic City) was filled with yellow-jacketed security personnel, forming a human wall between the entourages of Lewis and Tyson in the ring. At that very moment there was perhaps no more posturing to be found on the entire face of the earth. There was much strutting and shouting. And then Lennox Lewis proceeded to dismantle him over the course of eight painful rounds. I found myself feeling sorry for Mike Tyson in the way that you feel sorry for someone who is on the brink of losing much of what is important to them in life. I saw a very frustrated Tyson in the corner between rounds, a Tyson who didn’t want to continue taking the beating but who fought on courageously. When the knockout finally came in round 8, I found myself strangely depressed, having watched my generation’s boxing icon reduced to two ghastly cuts and a knockout. Yeah, Tyson was a thug, but he was our thug, and that was significant. He would, as he said in a famous, much-parodied post-fight interview, “fade into bolivian.”

My dad mentioned something about feeling the same way when he watched Larry Holmes and Leon Spinks beat up Muhammad Ali. My father wasn’t an Ali fan. He sided with Joe Frazier when the nation took sides back in the early 70s. You were either an Ali guy or a Frazier guy. My dad was a Frazier guy. But even the Frazier guys were saddened to see Ali honor the time-tested boxing tradition of staying in the game too long. It was those beatings, and the accompanying sparring sessions, that helped leave Ali in the shape he’s in today. Tyson, sadly, seemed to be walking the same path.

That night, driving home from the casino, was the first time I prayed for a professional athlete. I prayed for Mike Tyson because I knew that the years ahead of him were not going to be easy. Mike Tyson is a man who lived his whole life in the pursuit of human appetites—money, sex, fame, power—and in the end found them all to be lacking. This, I think, must be the epitome of hopelessness.

Of late, Tyson’s public life has become the train wreck from which we can’t turn our eyes. Though he hasn’t won a meaningful fight in years, he still sells out arenas, and in the same interview he alternately speaks of feeding his heart to his opponent and talking to Jesus. I grew up in his era. I played his video games and watched his fights, usually wanting to see him lose, but, recently, rooting for him in the way that one roots for nostalgic figures whose character flaws have gone remarkably public, while most of us manage to keep ours private. Mike Tyson has been many things (heavyweight champion, armchair philosopher, accused rapist), but he was, and still is, if anything, interesting.

But America wants Mike Tyson to die.

In our culture we have no mechanism in place for larger-than-life celebrities growing old quietly. They have to die young (Elvis, James Dean), be hurt to such an extent that we can eulogize them while they’re still around but can’t ruin their own legacy (Muhammad Ali), or, sadly it seems, they have to take their own life. When Curt Cobaine did insane amounts of heroin and shot himself, the enlightened talked about what a folk hero he was. Kids cried, college students lit candles and wrote bad poetry, professors with ponytails taught courses on What It All Meant. When journalist Hunter S. Thompson took his own life, my own sometime-employer ESPN.com devoted page after page to essays on what a brave man he was for “going out on his own terms.” As if reaching a point of hopelessness is a path anyone would choose.

Mike Tyson’s last rebellious act needs to be living out his years in quiet contentment. Living well for Tyson will mean disappearing. Enjoying his family, enjoying his friends, flying his pigeons. This will be his last statement in the direction of the media and the general public, both of which I am a part. I wish him the best in this important endeavor.
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CHAPTER ONE

MIKE TYSON

I don’t mean to sound unsympathetic to
your plight/
But if you’re really so shy/
Why are you standing in the light.

—PATTERSON HOOD, “CAT POWER”

TYSON TRAINER JEFF FENECH is a thick-necked, good-humored man wearing a sweatshirt emblazoned with his own Fenechs boxing gear logo. His company distributes boxing gloves and ring apparel, and he has built a reputation as a world-class trainer. Fenech, a former lightweight champion of the world, is completely at ease. Oddly, at a professional fight it is often only the fighters and the ex-fighters who have nothing to prove. Everyone else, from the pimps and players in the concourse, to the closet-case tough guys in cutoff shirts, to the hair-gelled little PR wonk, has a gigantic, almost tangible chip on his shoulder. The fighter, by comparison, has already done his proving.

Fenech is asked what is unique about his man, Tyson. The two have been working together only a few months, but have been friends for much longer. Tyson’s high-profile trainer divorces read like a who’s who of boxing, from Kevin Rooney all the way up to Freddie Roach. I am expecting to hear stories about training, about how we are going to see glimpses of the old Tyson. He shares the following story.

“Mike and I were flying into Washington, DC, for this fight [Tyson vs. Kevin McBride], and were seated in first class—seats 1A and 1B. I sat down and started reading, and when I looked up there was a little African-American boy in my seat. I said to him ‘where’s Mike?’ The boy had never flown first class before and Mike gave him the seat and then just slipped away, back to coach.”

IT’S EASY TO SPOT fight people a mile away—they’re the ones that look out of place in a swank hotel lobby. The guys in the shirts with the cut-off sleeves, the guys that wear a Brooklyn Dodgers jersey and backwards hat to a nice restaurant and don’t care. When the fight world descended upon Washington, DC, for the Mike Tyson vs. Kevin McBride fight, they changed the tenor of the place. Make no mistake about it, the circus was in town.

There’s a little Italian man in front of me at the hotel desk. He is joking around with the pretty young black girls at the desk—he doesn’t know how to use his camera phone. Can you show me how to use it? Ha ha. They love him. He’s short, but he’s an older guy with a young face, which is exactly the kind of older guy I hope to be someday. I run into him again at the bank of elevators.

“You ready to go tomorrow?” he asks, as if I am fighting or training a fighter tomorrow.

Oh, I’m just watching tomorrow, you?

“Working the corner of Chris ‘The Mechanic’ Smith.”

Wow. How’s your guy? He ready? We banter the easy boxing banter that happens in an elevator the night before a fight. When the circus that is boxing descends on a town, it’s like summer camp for a few days. Summer camp with booze, broads, and violence. I ask his name, as he looks vaguely familiar. He is Joey Gamache, the not-so-old fighter. A fighter from my childhood who is now training, who had a great career, but is more famous for losing a hard fight to a blown up Arturo Gatti. Funny that we are both here because of a fighter from my childhood who is still fighting.

“You know I used to be Tyson’s roomate?” Gamache offers. He waves me into his room, where his wife is already in bed. She pretends to be mad at him—she already has the moisturizer on her face for God’s sake—but sits up in bed and is an active participant in our interview. It is 11:45 P.M.

“He’s [Tyson] a good guy. I hope he can turn it around. I think a lot of people are rooting for him now. It’s not all his fault.”

The Tyson legend has become a piece of American sporting and cultural lore by now. The hardened ghetto kid, born in Brooklyn in 1966 to Lorna Tyson and Jimmy Kirkpatrick, is arrested for purse snatching at age 12 and is subsequently taken in by an old white ascetic and trainer of champions Jose Torres and Floyd Patterson, Cus D’Amato. D’Amato shares his philosophies on boxing and life while teaching the kid to harness his ferocity and in the process become the most marketable figure in a sport that makes money only when its figures are marketable. The ascetic dies and the kid is left to fend for himself. In that sad prodigy way, most prodigies aren’t equipped to fend for themselves—they are best coexisting with their benefactors. He makes bad choices. He is taken advantage of. He finally becomes a cautionary tale, or an example of All That Is Wrong with Boxing. Or he is an inspiration, depending on who you ask.

Tyson’s redemption has become something of a hobby for the nation. People either want to see him climb back up the ladder and put his life back together, or they want to see him utterly destroyed, because the only thing America loves more than success and celebrity is seeing people dismantled. There’s a lot I still don’t know about boxing, but I’m pretty sure the destroyer won’t be Kevin “The Clones Colossus” McBride. McBride is a big man, six foot six inches and 271 pounds, and is billed as the “heavyweight champion of Ireland,” which is probably akin, no disrespect intended, to being the heavyweight champion of Kentucky or Ohio. Unfortunately, he is as ponderously slow as he is large. To make matters worse, McBride has fought nobody of note—his biggest victory coming against another plodding Irishman named Kevin Montiy. McBride seems like a genial bloke—his thick brogue coming through in every interview. He makes the obligatory white-man’s attempt at trash talking in pre-fight press conferences. He tells the world that Tyson is going to feel all of Ireland when he punches him in the ring, which sounds quaint and nice when he says it, like the false bravado of a man about to go to the gallows. The television executives hope that all of Ireland buys the pay-per-view at $44.95 a pop. McBride also openly admits that he has a hypnotist in his camp for this fight. Destroyers don’t hire hypnotists.

Tyson, for his part, promises a “train wreck,” but appears only mature, honest, and introspective in his pre-fight media interviews. Clearly his heart isn’t with this noise. This is Tyson the father. Tyson the middle-aged man with regrets. This is a Tyson we can relate to, which isn’t always good—for us or for a man about to fight for money. This is a Tyson whose career has been in decline since he parted ways with Kevin Rooney, after knocking out Michael Spinks in 91 seconds in 1988. After that there were other trainers and other wins, though those inside the sport saw Tyson as beatable as the old vestiges of the D’Amato style began to fade.

Even Tyson’s trash talk seems contrived now. He mentions something in a pre-fight press conference about “gutting McBride like a fish.” The Tyson camp releases the usual pre-fight video clips of Tyson stalking around the ring, working the hand pads (Tyson training footage, I think, is some of the most impressive video in sports—they will be dusted off in future decades as examples of raw power and intensity) or exploding around a heavybag. The general public is convinced that he will, indeed, gut McBride like a fish, or something close to it. People want to see that. They want to see the past restored and return to an era of predictability—when the economy was thriving and Mike Tyson was knocking out everything in front of him.

“He was vulnerable,” says Gamache. It’s late and I am beginning to feel guilty about intruding upon his hospitality. I wish him luck with his fighter, and he walks me to the door while trying to sum up his connection to Tyson.

“We came from the same kind of background, with no money. When you come from that, you spend every minute feeling like the wolf is always knocking at your door. You never feel comfortable or safe.”


Kyle, I’m sorry I sucked tonight.

—MIKE TYSON, WHILE SIGNING AN AUTOGRAPH FOR A CHILD, POST-FIGHT



IN THE SPAN of about 30 minutes, the same crowd that cheered Mike Tyson lustily is booing and throwing garbage on him as he exits the floor of the MCI Center. His own people are in the process of selling him down the river. I happen to be standing in the lower concourse next to the Irish bagpipers who accompanied McBride into the ring, as he confidently waved the Irish flag before the fight. They’re a small lot of older Irish gentlemen with gray hair and distinguished-looking beards. They’re the kind of guys who probably carry pictures of their grandkids in their wallets. I feel a surge of pity for them, for having to be there and witnessing the chaos that is big-time heavyweight boxing. They look as shocked as everyone else and are probably wondering if there will be a post-fight gig in it for them. I ended up watching the fight standing next to a tiny Hispanic woman who worked in foodservice at the arena and had a kind face, but spoke very little English. She had wound her way through the throng and down the tunnel to get a closer look at the action, making these priceless, shocked facial expressions as Tyson slid further and further into ineffectiveness as the fight went on.

Tyson walked into the ring wearing a simple black T-shirt, without any of the music or bombast that accompanied his walks in the past. My memories were of the slit-towels, the stare, and the rap beats that used to accompany him. But then again, this is a 39-year-old man, and people mature—they outgrow things. While it may have been culturally acceptable to be overtly aggressive in 1987, eighteen years and a rape conviction tend to mellow one’s approach.

“I just wanted him to concentrate on the fight,” said Fenech of the decision to scale back Mike’s ring-walk. “I didn’t want him to worry about the walk or anything else. I wanted him relaxed.”

In round 6 of his scheduled 10-rounder against Kevin McBride, Mike Tyson simply ran out of gas. McBride’s strategy was brilliant—to weather the 15 to 20 seconds of old-Tyson magic that Mike mustered at the beginning of each round and to spend the rest of the round using his 270 pounds to lean on, hold, and generally frustrate the former champion. McBride started hitting him more often; Tyson punched less. McBride’s strategy of grabbing Tyson’s right arm as soon as he got close seemed to be working, as Tyson began to get frustrated, which drew repeated warnings from the referree. At the end of round 6, Tyson collapsed and slid down the ropes, more the result of a McBride shove than a punch. He stayed on the canvas, on the seat of his shorts while the ringside photographers, smelling blood, literally leaned through the ropes and swirled around him. He was the picture of a man defeated—slump-shouldered, exhausted, mouth open, breathing heavily. I turned to communicate my own shock to the Hispanic woman, but she had returned to work—no doubt somewhere preparing for the chaos that would come.

TYSON IS ASKED if McBride ever hurt him.

“Shit, every punch he hit me with hurt! My body hurts. Everything hurts. I’m going to go home and soak and hope I’m not sore in the morning.”

This is a post-fight Tyson speaking at the press conference and later at a less formal affair involving about five of us, still holding our tape recorders. He is perhaps the most compact man I have ever seen in person. The distance from his deltoid (shoulder) to elbow can’t be any longer than six inches, but it contains a huge mass of bicep bearing an image of Arthur Ashe and the words “Days of Grace.” The bicep is encased in a casual shirt, and Tyson wears black slacks. His round face looks peaceful, despite the tribal tattoo he acquired on one side of it before the Cliff Etienne fight and the distinct little masses of scar tissue and swelling around his eyes. These are the trademarks of the old fighter—the kind that producers tried to manufacture on Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront. Incidentally, I saw white kids walking the concourse at the MCI Center with the same tattoo applied by marker to their pale faces.

The MCI Center swirls with backstage activity. Post-fight, there are those milling around, trying to get a glimpse at a celebrity, and those who are just trying to get out of there and get home after a long day and night of work. My feet are killing me. I realize that I have been standing for the better part of the day and slink over to a rolled up pile of floor mats to sit for a moment and collect my thoughts. Tyson is just a few paces away, on the dais, fielding questions about the fight.

Mike, why didn’t you get up at the end of round 6? (Tyson was saved by the bell and eventually found his way back to the corner, where Tyson trainer and longtime friend Jeff Fenech stopped the fight.)

“I was tired. I didn’t want to get up. Jeff [Fenech] wanted to stop the fight… we didn’t want to stop. Jeff is a sensitive man… he’s too sensitive with me. He was a great warrior and a champion but he’s sensitive with me. Isn’t that something?”

The answer is almost too honest and straightforward for any of us to understand at the moment. It is wildly charming, in a way. Fenech would say in a later interview that he vowed not to have to pick his friend up off the canvas that night. He promised the former Monica Tyson that he wouldn’t let her ex-husband get hurt.

“I gave him a cuddle in the corner and told him it was all over… the other guys told me to let him fight, but I said this is my… expletive… corner and it’s over,” Fenech explained. “Then, without any prompting, Mike went over and congratulated McBride on a great fight. The Baddest Man on the Planet, one of the greatest heavyweights of all time. I was the most proud of that. Mike Tyson is
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