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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.


CHAPTER TWO
GROWING PAINS

‘Boxing promoters are all cunts by nature,’ David Haye would later tell me. ‘When it comes time to sign with one of these cunts, it’s all about choosing which one is the lesser cunt.’

By the end of 2002, a 22-year-old Haye had a choice to make. Dust had collected on his world championship silver medal and the Olympic Games had never seemed further away. Immune to the advice of England head coach Ian Irwin, an injured Haye fled the Commonwealth Games in Manchester earlier that summer, on account of a bicep tear picked up in his first-round bout, and then promptly switched his focus from the Olympics to the professional ranks. Consequently, sharks began to circle, each unaware of the deep-rooted cynicism already coursing through the veins of England’s latest amateur star. Even at the tender age of twenty-two, Haye respected none of his many professional suitors, but would eventually pinpoint Eugene Maloney, brother of Frank, as the most tolerable of gathering evils.

Part of the appeal of signing professional terms with Maloney seemed to be the sense of creative control it placed in the hands of both Haye and Adam Booth, his trusted amateur trainer, mentor and pro manager. Keen to plot their own destiny from day one, Haye and Booth were presented with the reins to their own sleigh, while Maloney merely provided the sketchbook upon which both could doodle. Haye was keen to agree to a deal which stretched no further than twelve months, and was adamant he’d be free to once again roam when the contract expired. Although most promoters look for at least a three-year commitment on any deal involving a potential pro star, Haye wouldn’t budge and demanded a clearly signposted exit door if things weren’t flying the way he pictured them. It quickly became evident that horror stories of the past made this pro newcomer more wary of the threat of promoters than of the punch power of early opponents.

While some fighters chose to shower promoters with expletives, the term ‘loser’ was more commonly applied to the likes of Tony Booth, a journeyman boxer from Hull, well accustomed to falling short against younger foes. Quite simply, Booth was someone who lost fights with more style and grace than anybody else in boxing. It was what he did best. Defeats were his stock in trade and the USP that kept his schedule busy and pockets full. On 8 December 2002, the night pro debutant David Haye requested his services, Booth proudly puffed out his chest to forty-one professional victories and seventy-two defeats, with eight draws providing some semblance of balance.

A sucker for a late-notice brawl, Booth was the kind of fighter who routinely received the call to box fresh-faced prospects with only hours to spare. Although a cruiserweight by trade, Tony had also campaigned at heavyweight, light-heavyweight and any other division that coughed a modest fee his way.

Fighting Booth was presumably a lot like punching your dad. His hair was grey and thinning, his body snug and comfortable, and his demeanour warm and peaceful. Amusingly, he’d often clown and showboat inside the ring, as though the basics came easy to him and he was merely deciding to lose.

On one Friday afternoon in December a phone rang and Booth immediately and instinctively picked up.

‘When? How much? Who? Oh, okay. Yeah, I’ll be there,’ went something like his response.

Sealing the deal with a nod and invisible handshake, Booth accepted the late-notice challenge of becoming David Haye’s first professional opponent. In little over forty-eight hours he would come face-to-face and blow-to-blow with one of Britain’s most prodigious and hard-hitting amateur stars. In the meantime, Booth put the phone down, shrugged his shoulders, and prepared himself for a day’s work with Hull City Council.

Haye’s beating of Booth took place forty-five minutes before the advertised time on the entrance tickets, as the BBC, having signed him to a ten-bout deal, were keen to showcase their hot new cruiserweight protégé that afternoon on Grandstand. When the broadcast kicked off at midday, Booth was pictured already in the ring, while Haye jigged, smiled and strutted towards his first pro meeting. He entered the hall wearing a black Puma sweatshirt, arms slashed and neck hole baggy and loose, the general appearance reminiscent of a slightly more fashion-conscious Mike Tyson. Like the ‘Iron One’, Haye thrived on the idea of boxing’s black basics and the purity of the violence he was about to exact.

‘He doesn’t seem like he’s got a single nerve in his body,’ beamed BBC commentator and former WBC world super-middleweight champion Richie Woodhall. ‘I’m impressed just watching him walk to the ring.’

Woodhall spoke for us all. Merely seconds into the scheduled sixround contest, Richie and the rest were slack-jawed at the speed and athleticism on display, as a bamboozled Booth did all he could to escape and survive numerous Haye onslaughts. He was hit by any number of elaborate shots, including slashing right hands and big roundhouse punches, and none of it seemed fair. To the uninitiated, Haye might have been beating up a shyster plumber for a job-not-so-well-done, such was the disparity in athleticism and ambition.

Blinded by speed, Booth dropped to one knee in the first round and then, at the conclusion of the second session, withdrew from the contest due to a rib injury. It came as no surprise to anyone who’d grimaced at the hurting he had to endure.

‘For a kid of twenty-two he was unbelievable,’ said Booth in the aftermath. ‘He’s very fast and heavy-handed. He keeps his hands low, but he’s got such long arms and it’s difficult to get to him. It’s an awkward style that reminds me a lot of Tommy Hearns. He hits like him, too.

‘It’s the first time I’ve seen David fight, but I think he’ll go all the way and become a world champion. The problem they’ll have now is persuading fighters to get in the ring with him.’

The wise old man was right. Blighted by his own impatience, and everybody else’s fear of fighting him, Haye’s first professional tests ranged from the plucky to the deplorable, peaking with ballsy Frenchman Saber Zairi and hitting excruciating lows of American heavy bags Roger Bowden and Vance Winn. Haye shimmied into the fourth round against Zairi, but folded Bowden, Winn and Greg Scott-Briggs in the very first bars of the opening round. Another Brit, Phil Day, gallantly lasted into the second round with the Londoner in Reading.

A student of the sport, Haye accepted the fact that beating up the unlikely lads was an essential part of the game and shared similarities with a teenager’s rise through adolescence. It wasn’t pleasant, it didn’t seem warranted and, at times, he’d feel antagonised, break out in spots, skip classes and hate where both life and the establishment were taking him. In order to make it to graduation, though, Haye had no choice but to struggle on through the ennui, the deepening voice and inevitable growing pains.


CHAPTER THREE
JELLY BABIES

As far as dress rehearsals go, an early encounter with middleweight Howard Eastman was about as daunting as they came. Landing a free spirit like Eastman as a first interview subject was akin to being Peter McNeeley the night Mike Tyson decided he wanted to fight again upon release from jail. The task was overwhelming, thankless, ill-advised, perilous and incredibly intimidating. Lo and behold, Battersea’s Eastman would be the first man in the chair for this aspiring sixteen-year-old fight writer and, unlike Pete the ‘Hurricane’, I wouldn’t be handed a penny for my pain.

Working under the guise of an internet scribe, and paid merely in compliments and credentials, I made my way to the Norwich Sports Village in July 2003, an English literature student with one eye on a career in journalism. Eastman happened to be defending his European middleweight crown against French veteran Hacine Cherifi that evening, and I had somehow been approved to cover the event from ringside by Andy Woollatt and Ben Carey, the UK-based editors of fight site eastsideboxing.com. Of course, my father had no problem getting behind the wheel and driving me the five hours it took to reach Norfolk, and showed even less hesitation when asked to stand behind a camera lens, find his spot by the ring canvas and click away. Writer and photographer, we were, above all else, fans masquerading as pros, and neither of us cared a jot. Father and son were ringside and had earned it. Though evidently not everyone agreed.

‘They’re even letting schoolkids turn up and cover these things nowadays,’ scoffed one journalist, as he conveniently arrived in time for the main event and arrogantly glanced over to where I had been sat covering a forgettable undercard for five hours straight. He’d brought his wife with him that night too, presumably to hold his biro in the manner she once gripped his penis three decades previously. Rest assured, while I still lived with my parents and blagged my way into eighteen-certificate movies, I was convinced I already knew more about boxing than most of the tabloid Tyrannosauruses who sauntered in late with a blank notebook, stare and soul.

Eastman successfully stopped Cherifi in eight rounds that night, having dished out a steady stream of clubbing blows, and then, as the dust settled on pro victory thirty-eight, there was a weak and reluctant knock on his dressing-room door. Nervous and unsure how Eastman would play me, I made my way inside the changing room and sat at the fighter’s feet, watching intently as he removed hand wraps and applied an ice pack to a brewing bicep injury. Save for a mesmerising bleached blond beard, Eastman’s face was unmarked, a sign of both his underrated defence and leathery skin.

Renowned for his unpredictability and oddball nature, both inside and outside the ring, the truculent Eastman coped with journalists about as well as he cornered slick counterpunchers. The rambunctious champion rarely smiled, wasn’t a fan of quotable quips and revelled in the bizarre and awkward. Research told me Howard had lived on the streets of London from age sixteen to eighteen and owned thirty pet parrots, one of which was called ‘Tyson’. No amount of research could prepare me for what lay ahead, however.

‘How determined were you to replicate the success of Felix Trinidad and Keith Holmes in stopping Cherifi tonight?’ I asked, matter-of-factly, as Eastman finally locked eyes and horns with me.

‘Only God could sum up my performance tonight,’ said the champion, burying his head in a soaking-wet towel. ‘Put in front of me was a highly rated opponent and I overcame him.’

I nodded, smiled, then looked down to consult my notebook for advice. Sensing I was lost without it, Eastman snatched the pad from my hands and proceeded to close it and place it on his lap. He then gestured with his hand for me to continue.

‘Do you think that was the sort of performance that will entice Bernard Hopkins into a fight with you?’ I said, rocked, unsteady and now working on sheer fighting instinct.

‘Who knows?’ replied Eastman. ‘I hope so. What do you think?’

‘I think it will,’ I said, hands trembling, unsure what was to come next. ‘You won the fight by stoppage, but didn’t blow Cherifi away or do anything that would have scared Hopkins off.’

I stopped in my tracks, mouth still open, Eastman’s squinting eyes fixed firmly on mine. The words sounded different in my head. Had I really just unintentionally offended a professional fighter sitting only a matter of inches away from my straight and pretty nose? Perhaps sensing my sudden and deep regret, Eastman mercifully smiled and nodded.

‘I think you could be right,’ he said. ‘I gave Hopkins a performance tonight that will have him thinking he can beat me – but he won’t. I did what I had to do and fought well below my powers, but a victory is a victory. Tonight you only saw fifty per cent of the real Howard Eastman, and against Hopkins or [William] Joppy you will see the other fifty per cent.’

Eastman wiped his face with the towel once more, then placed his bony mitt on my shoulder. I jumped.

‘How old are you, brother?’ asked the boxer, like a West End doorman.

‘Sixteen,’ I replied. ‘Seventeen next month.’

‘Really?’ he said. ‘That’s real good. So you’re a big boxing fan?’

‘Yes. You’re one of my favourite fighters, and this is the first interview I’ve done with a boxer.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more exciting for you tonight then,’ said Eastman.

Before I could grovel, the champion winked and tapped me on the shoulder once more. I watched as his own shoulders loosened up and his angular head moved closer to mine, as though now relishing the interrogation I was about to present him with. He handed me back my notebook.

‘Tell the world the door has been opened, my friend,’ preached Eastman, towering over me, presumably to ensure my spelling was correct. ‘It has been knocked down. I no longer have to keep banging on doors. William Joppy and Bernard Hopkins have to fight me. I demand that those fights take place. I fought the wrong fight against Joppy first time, but still won. I’ll fight differently next time and win by an even bigger margin. As for Hopkins, he is a coward. Let him fight me. They say British fighters are bums, they say they can’t fight, well let them come fight me. I’ll show them all.’

As Eastman exposed the whites of his teeth and extended his hand, I felt proud to be British and relieved to be still alive.

Having conquered the supposedly impenetrable Eastman in July, I spent the next two months running up my parents’ phone bill and rattling off numerous fight previews, reports and interviews. A schoolboy dipping into the make-up bag of a genuine sportswriter, I snared unlikely chats with IBF world heavyweight champion Chris Byrd, WBA world bantamweight champion Paulie Ayala and light-welterweight warrior ‘Irish’ Micky Ward in the first few weeks of this unpaid and potentially fruitless quest for approval in the land of the lost.

‘You’re from England, right?’ asked Ward, midway through a thirty-minute, transatlantic phone interview. ‘I’ve been getting a lot of interviews from England recently.’

‘It’s probably because of the Gatti fight,’ I replied, referring to the Lowell slugger’s legendary May 2002 blockbuster with the late Arturo Gatti.

‘Yeah, that’s probably it,’ said Ward. ‘I think you might be the youngest reporter from England yet, though. Are you at school or something over there?’

‘I’m at college. I’ve got exams in a couple of weeks.’

‘Oh, really? That’s great. I wish I’d concentrated harder at school. I might not have had to fight for a living.’

    By the time I’d got around to verbally massaging his ego, Ward was thirty-seven years of age and easing his way into retirement, following three classics with Gatti, and the likelihood was that he would stay on the shelf of survivors for good, acting on the advice of doctors, family and friends. His eyesight was already on the wane and his speech slurred more with each conversation I had with him. With that in mind, I felt honoured to speak to the man before his inevitable exit and decline, aware of the debt I owed him for that sterling first clash with Gatti.

‘It’s still the best fight I’ve ever seen,’ I told him.

‘That’s very nice of you to say that,’ said Ward. ‘I’ll tell you what, give me your home address and I’ll send you a signed picture from the fight. It will cheer you up while you’re studying.’

Two weeks later a signed picture of Ward and Gatti trading blows in Connecticut arrived through my parents’ letterbox. Scribbled haphazardly in gold marker pen, the message read: ‘To Elliot. Keep up the studying. “Irish” Micky Ward.’ Wishing he had the same option, I knew Ward meant it.

David Haye’s seventh professional fight would take place on Friday, 26 September 2003. My new-found online power and profile allowed me access to the fight, and Haye’s own discovery of twenty-firstcentury self-promotion helped stretch his fan base beyond readers of newspapers and viewers of the BBC. His next fight was also set to take place in Reading and, with the Rivermead Leisure Centre a mere twenty-minute drive from home, my father and I were once again asked to attend and pretend.

Meanwhile, Haye had now followed my lead and was also whoring himself out on boxing websites, posting recklessly on forums under various monikers, including ‘Dhaye’ and ‘David_Haye’. The fighter would frequently log on and discuss the pressing matters of his own career with all those residing on said forums, no question unanswered and all criticism welcome. It appeared as though this interaction with fans on boxing forums boosted both Haye’s ego and his profile and, often posting out of sheer boredom and curiosity, the fighter quickly established a reputation as someone who was keen to listen, eager to promote the sport and unafraid of tackling sensitive topics. He was humble, self-deprecating and unassuming. He didn’t think himself above any of the fans worshipping his cyber slippers and never once cussed anyone out for throwing up their keyboard as shield and offending him.

Taking advantage of Haye’s candour, I soon discovered his email address and contacted the boxer in the hope of securing an interview ahead of or after his seventh pro contest. Within a day, Haye replied to my request and assured me of an interview once he’d ‘sparked out’ his unfortunate next victim. Following Eastman, Ward, Ayala and Byrd, David Haye would be my fifth subject.

Haye’s seventh, meanwhile, would be Lolenga Mock, a Congolese swarmer nicknamed ‘Lumumba Boy’ and famed for entering boxing rings in leopard-print trunks, complete with detachable tail. If such an image sounds at all humorous or gimmicky, I can assure you the free-swinging wild man could flat-out fight. Traditionally a light-heavyweight, Mock was sturdy enough to live and survive in the presence of larger foes, and possessed a jaw that had enabled him to go twelve years without being stopped. By 26 September 2003, the night he travelled to England to face Haye, Mock’s professional record stood at a handsome 21–6–1.

It quickly became apparent that Mock was the first genuine test of Haye’s career and represented his first interesting assignment as a pro. Yet, while most considered the bout a sizeable risk, the consensus was that the Londoner, by far the bigger man, possessed the size and smarts to keep the squat African in check over the six-round distance. Also, while Mock had twenty-one wins to his name, only seven were registered by stoppage, a stat that revealed a clear lack of punch power on the part of the African. With some doubting the strength of Haye’s chin, the choice of the light-fisted Mock as an opponent seemed to veer wisely on the side of caution.

Huddled at ringside in Reading, my father and I watched Haye box in the flesh for the first time and, as it turned out, so nearly the last, as a marauding Mock instantly swung with all he knew, tail blowing in the wind and respect left at the door. Haye impressively used his foe’s aggressiveness against him in the first round, as he dropped Mock with a well-placed right hand, before running into trouble in a memorable second stanza.

‘Get your bloody hands up, David!’ barked my father from ringside, shattering our already flimsy veneer of professionalism. The snarls and stares of nearby photographers forced my father back behind his lens, but his calls were a warning of things to come for Haye. Never a fighter to tuck up behind a traditionally high-held guard, Haye’s hands had drooped to an all-time low, perhaps the result of a ridiculously one-sided opening session.

Then it happened. Rolling forward with an ungainly stagger, Mock closed his eyes and bowled over an ambitious right hand, thrown like a novice swimmer practising the front crawl. Within a split second the punch bounced off Haye’s forehead and sent the Londoner’s legs into spasm and his mind into another realm. The crowd collectively gasped as Mock bounced away and Haye sprawled to the floor, no longer able to trust either his legs or his brain. He was a mess of uncoordinated limbs and contradictory thoughts, playing hide and seek within the confines of his own confused mind.

Disaster had struck, and Haye’s notorious Achilles’ heel once again came back to haunt him. I looked on, mouth agape and eyes bulging, and wondered how my favourite young prospect would dig himself out of this predicament. I focused solely on his legs at this stage and vividly remember how his right leg looked as though it was about to suddenly snap and pop out from beneath him. Haye had no control over his movements and appeared to be operating on broken, malfunctioning limbs. The fighter struggled to one knee, then dozily grinned at both his corner and the referee. Rather than a smirk of confidence, though, Haye’s demeanour instead resembled that of an alcoholic at closing time. He was smiling out of delusion and skewed senses, rather than any genuine happiness or confidence. As Mock revved up his engine in a neutral corner, it was clear to everyone that Haye was about to be beaten up and stopped for the first time in his young professional career.

Loading up on each shot with all his might, Mock now performed in a trance of victory. Upon the restart, he threw punches without rhyme or reason, knowing full well Haye had neither the legs nor the smarts to argue for much longer. Unable to stand properly, let alone muster his own retort, he sought refuge once more on the ring canvas, this time by grabbing at Mock’s waist and body-slamming him to the floor. It was a freestyle form of time-wasting, as Haye landed directly on top of his stunned opponent and remained content to stay there for a few seconds before the referee tried to drag both men to their feet. The tumble wasn’t scored a knockdown in either fighter’s favour, yet it allowed Haye priceless time to reconcile with time zone and location. The tumultuous second round ended and, as trainer Adam Booth looked to resuscitate Haye’s body and mind in the corner, everybody in Reading was thankful for the cue to breathe.

Ominously, Haye retained his baggy stance in the third round and appeared intent on keeping Mock at bay with quickly slung left jabs and the occasional right hand. He didn’t commit to much and wasn’t in a position to take chances. Haye instead showed a surprising calm to manoeuvre Mock around the ring for three minutes, limiting the African’s opportunities in doing so.

Haye continued into the fourth round with similar restraint, relying purely on his left jab and the sporadic luxury of a right cross. By reducing his punch output, Haye was subsequently suppressing his desire to once again become embroiled in a street fight.

Enough of this nonsense, thought Mock, with an impatient sigh and swing. Sensing he was once more being quietened in the contest, the African began to brawl again with abandon. He shut his eyes, stumbled inside punching range and unleashed right hands, many of them missing, but the odd one or two glancing off Haye’s naked shoulder or dome. Still unsure of how to deal with his opponent’s frenzied attacks, the Brit instinctively backed up with arms down by his sides and caught one of Mock’s right hands on the temple. Our man retreated, in panic rather than pain, and was bullied around the ring by a frantic Mock, keen to take his second chance at finishing the contest. Mock harried and hustled, windmilling punches with a sense of both desperation and impatience, as Haye stepped away and regained composure.

Then, as if slow-motion had allowed David to seize his opportunity, an energised Mock blindly staggered forward into an almighty right uppercut. Mock promptly faltered to the ground with a loud thud as Haye untangled himself from his opponent and skipped to a neutral corner. The African rose, took a deep breath and did his best to lock pupils with referee Mark Green. Bizarrely, an unconvinced Green merely frowned, shook his head and waved the contest off, declaring Haye a sudden and surprising stoppage victor.

Most ringsiders were incredulous, unsure why Mock had been deemed unfit to continue, and upset that an emerging classic had been
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