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Boxing and the 
Thrill of the Unknown

Looking back on events some years later, I remember the
moment quite clearly. The place was Madison Square
Garden in New York City, and the occasion was a press
conference, just a couple of days before the fight between
Evander Holyfield and Lennox Lewis on Saturday March
13, 1999. Boxing promoter Don King had been bellowing
at us for about an hour already, and the air was hanging
heavy. Two very big bored boxers sat awkwardly, in clothes,
with their heads in their hands; those of us who had tape
recorders had long since switched them off; I was doodling
a large and complicated doodle with a lot of dense cross-
hatching. And then King announced, ‘And this fight is
dedicated to women!’ And for a second, I reacted. I flipped
a page in my notebook. ‘Dedicated to women? That’s quite
interesting!’ I thought – and then, just as quickly, I kicked
myself for being suckered like a patsy. How shaming. I
prayed that no one had noticed. At this point, I had been
in the world of international heavyweight boxing for three
whole days, which was quite long enough to know the first
rule of the business, which is never to allow anything said
by Don King actually to penetrate your brain.
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Two or three weeks before this, I would have asked
without embarrassment, ‘Who is this Don King, then; and
what does he do?’ but the assimilation of sudden and improb-
able expertise was the story of my life in those days. ‘You
will be covering the Holyfield–Lewis fight at Madison
Square Garden on March 13,’ they would tell me, those
amusing sports-editor bosses at The Times in London; and,
luckily for me, they didn’t expect much by way of an intel-
ligent reply. Sporting knowledge was not what I’d been hired
for by the Times sports desk; just a cheerful nature, an open
mind, a clean driving licence, and an idiot willingness to
deliver 900 words on deadline from any live sporting event,
including those I didn’t remotely understand. ‘And this
Holyfield–Lewis thing will be quite a big deal, I suppose?’
I might ask; and they would say, ‘Yes, Lynne, it’s a very big
deal.’ I would momentarily consider mentioning that I did
know one rather interesting fact about the American fighter
Evander Holyfield – that the top of his ear had been bitten
off, during a fight, by Mike Tyson – but then I’d think better
of it.They could never disguise their pity when I said pathetic
teacher’s-pet things like, ‘Ooh, Wembley’s the one with big
white towers, isn’t it?’ or ‘Thierry Henry? I believe I’m right
in thinking he’s French.’ So they would tell me I was going
to this mysterious fight, and it was best policy just to say,
‘Well, you’re the boss,’ and start to arrange (in order of
importance): a cat-feeding rota for my absence; a couple of
opportunistic Broadway theatre outings; and a bit of basic
remedial homework in the general subject area of boxing,
to help me appreciate, simultaneously, both the significance
of the event I had let myself in for, and the great bottom-
less chasm of my own ignorance.

2
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I always really enjoyed the homework. In the week
before travelling to Madison Square Garden in March 1999
for this heavyweight ‘unification’ title fight, I bought some
serious books on boxing to read on the flight ( Joyce Carol
Oates, Donald McRae, Norman Mailer), plus the video of
When We Were Kings.This famous documentary movie deals
with the 1974 Muhammad Ali–George Foreman fight in
Zaire known as ‘The Rumble in the Jungle’, and I have to
say I watched it one dark February evening at home in
Brighton with considerable interest. What a great film. For
one thing, it was terribly well put together, with all those
twinkle-eyed ringside-seat recollections from Norman
Mailer and George Plimpton. And for another – well, Ali
actually won the fight, and I really didn’t see that coming.
Yes, alone among all the millions of people who have
watched that terrific account of a (then) 25-year-old iconic
sporting occasion of legendary proportions, I hadn’t the
faintest idea of the outcome. Ali leaned back on the ropes
for ages, you see, allowing the more powerful Foreman to
exhaust himself with huge, heavy, battering-ram punches,
and then – all of a sudden, in the eighth round – sprang
into elastic action and knocked Foreman out with a com-
bination of deft, lightning blows. Well, good heavens, I
thought, as I rewound the tape and munched a biscuit.
More people really ought to take an interest in boxing.

And now, after just three days in the orbit of Don King,
I was already sick of him. What an appalling man to be
with in a confined space. ‘Do you know what?’ he yelled
at me, as I bravely held up my tape recorder in front of
him, one afternoon when the Garden was otherwise oddly
quiet, and a Times colleague had wickedly put me up to
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stopping Don King and asking him a question. An enor-
mous, portly, grizzled African-American flashing an
oblong of diamonds on his finger the size of a mouse-
mat, King is famous for having the vertical hairstyle of
a man freshly released from a wind tunnel, for his beloved
catch-phrase ‘Only in America!’, and for speaking at a
volume that causes small buildings to fall over and heli-
copter pilots several miles away to wrestle with the
controls. ‘Do you know what?’ he yelled. ‘This Saturday
night they are calling a moratorium in kosovo and
bosnia!’ ‘Really? Are you sure? Wouldn’t that be quite
difficult?’ I wanted to say, but there wasn’t a chance. ‘I
said to them,’ he yelled, ‘they got to call a moratorium
and watch the King’s Crowning glory! nato couldn’t do
it, but don king can do it! This way, if they die, they
can die happy because they saw the fight of the millen-
nium, and if they survive, they’ll have something to
tell their kids.

‘Remember cyrano de bergerac?’ he went on, without
a pause for me to interrogate fully the concept of dying
happy in Bosnia. ‘Crossed enemy lines just to mail a letter
to roxanne?’ I nodded, confused, wondering what Cyrano
de Bergerac had to do with Holyfield or Lewis, or indeed
the war in the former Yugoslavia. The answer, intriguingly,
was nothing. ‘We had the Boston Tea Party in 1776, now
we’ve got the fight of the millennium in 1999.’ King
evidently acquired all his scatter-gun erudition in a prison
library, after being convicted of kicking a man to death –
but tragically forgot afterwards all that other stuff they
teach you in libraries about the importance of keeping your
voice down.

4
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‘I went out single-handed and got this fight; I
slaughtered the wild boar and dragged it home and
drew its fangs and tore its horns out, and I thank
Britain for the Marquess of Queensberry who brought
order out of chaos.’ I wondered if I should ask a follow-
up question. After all, I’d only said, ‘So, Mr King, are many
people signing up for the pay-per-view?’ But I didn’t get
the chance. ‘Will you do a little piece for us now?’ piped
up a telly producer, who had been waiting to one side for
my one-to-one to finish. ‘I’ll do a big piece for you now,’
said King, and just swivelled on the spot and started yelling
in another direction.

All this occurred in my third year as a sports writer,
and I apologise for starting, so bewilderingly, in the middle,
but, as I hope this book will make clear, although I did
the job for four years altogether, I felt bewildered and sort-
of in the middle virtually all the time. I was permanently
on an almost-vertical learning curve, clinging for life. For
four years, week after week, at football stadiums, golf
courses and race tracks, I would gaze around me – equipped
with binoculars, pencil, notebook and enigmatic smile –
and think, afresh, ‘Lynne, what the fuck are you doing
here?’ Unfortunately, there was no point asking anyone else
this question, because they couldn’t tell me. My colleagues
in the press box, notably, were actually asking themselves
the same question – i.e., ‘What the fuck is she doing here?’
– while inwardly snarling at the fact that this know-nothing
middle-aged female (who sat chuckling over her laptop when
she wasn’t complaining about the elbow-room or fainting
for want of a half-time cheese roll) regularly deprived proper
sports writers of prime space in a newspaper. I could
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genuinely sympathise with how irritating this was; but I
did feel they should have been clever enough to work out
that it wasn’t my fault, and that I’d never asked for this
job; it had been someone else’s idea. However, I couldn’t
deny how it looked. I had a very large byline picture
featuring myself with a Louisville Slugger baseball bat. I
sometimes wrote the whole back page of The Times. I had
been nominated for Sports Writer of the Year. For someone
who likes, above all, to be popular with colleagues and not
attract undue disdain, I might as well have slit my own
throat.

The irony was, I had enormous respect for these chaps
who were my colleagues. Sports writers not only take sport
seriously; they also know all about it without ever seeming
to check a fact, read a book, or even study unfolding events
too closely. And they do it, valiantly, for years and years,
and years, and years. ‘I’ve recently worked out that, adding
up the days, I’ve spent a full year of my life watching fights
in Las Vegas,’ one chap told me on this trip to the Garden.
While they would rather die than complain about the
intolerable amounts of discomfort, loneliness, pressure and
aggravation they have to put up with, I do know how bad
it is, and I salute them for their fortitude. My own response
to the intense you-can’t-park-here-and-you-can’t-park-
there-either aggravation of the sports writer’s life never
really fitted with anyone else’s, though, I noticed. I tended
to get worked up about how badly things were organised;
the other sports writers, on the other hand, were inured
to bad organisation, and simply looked after themselves.
If there was no electricity in the press box (as when the
Millennium Stadium opened for business in Cardiff, for
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example), I’d be dashing about raising the alarm, while the
chaps would each discover a dead socket and then, shrug-
ging, set about making makeshift arrangements on an
individual, self-serving basis. I never got the hang of this
I’m-all-right-Jack attitude. If there was no information
about where to park during a football tournament, I’d berate
the organisers – but when I appealed to my colleagues for
back-up, they would be mystified by my passion, and a bit
embarrassed by it. ‘I found a place round the back,’ they’d
say, annoyingly, as if that solved anything.

Naturally, a world heavyweight title bout in America
brought out the most macho of their macho qualities; but
in interesting and quite unpredictable ways. That week in
New York was notable mainly for an unusual pack mentality
in some of the alpha-group ‘chief ’ British sports writers:
wherever the chap from the Sun went (in a broad-
shouldered camel coat, like a gangster), so followed half a
dozen of our top, white-haired veterans, in a tight for-
mation, half a step behind. These quasi-feudal processions,
with the tabloid man at the front and the ‘qualities’ bobbing
along in his wake, were quite strange to observe, especially
as the chap from the Sun was actually in trouble with the
Lewis camp for asking the intriguingly androgynous
Lennox in an exclusive interview whether he was gay –
which the Sun editorial staff larkily chose to print alongside
an outrageous appeal for any former girlfriends of Lewis
to identify themselves, spill the beans, and thereby put an
end to speculation.

So it is fair to say I was an anomaly among sports
writers, which was both my personal tragedy and my
writerly advantage. All the other journalists attending

7
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Madison Square Garden for the Holyfield–Lewis fight had
known for twenty-five years that Muhammad Ali beat
George Foreman in Zaire back in 1974. They would be
disgusted (though not a bit surprised) to learn that it was
quite fresh news to me. Knowing this made me feel both
good and bad at the same time. I understood that I was
thoroughly deserving of my colleagues’ contempt, yet I
didn’t really care, because – on the white-knuckle ride of
my learning curve – I was patently having a much more
interesting experience than they were.

What was this fight? Why was it such a big deal? Well,
what was clear from the outset was that many hopes were
being pinned on it as a once-and-for-all kind of confront-
ation, and that this was, in any case, the highest level of
fight you could hope to see. People in Bosnia might not
genuinely be observing a ceasefire for the sake of it, but
in boxing terms it was huge, because (in the words of the
excellent British sports writer James Lawton) it was ‘trans-
parently legitimate’.There was no contender involved, since
both men were title-holders, the proud possessors of belts
that tragically don’t go with anything, but nevertheless
represent the limit of achievement in the field. Someone
would emerge from this fight the ‘undisputed’ champion
of the world, and for Lennox Lewis – Olympic gold
medallist with Jamaican/Canadian background but British
nationality – here was his chance, at last, to refute his critics
and prove himself. Significantly, he would do this largely
on his own terms. The exquisitely dreadlocked Lewis was
evidently a man of quiet intelligence, with excellent strategic
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skills, and a powerful self-preservation instinct. He was
famous for his enjoyment of chess, which admittedly some-
times infuriated his trainer (‘I hate that chess shit,’ the
trainer told the press. ‘People think it’s a joke with me but
it’s not. I’d like to take that chess set and burn the damn
thing’). But if his sleepy demeanour and unconventional
boxing-clever intellectual qualities had sometimes made
him a frustrating fighter to watch (‘Biff him, Lennox! You’re
twice his size, for God’s sake!’), they had served him very
well in other ways. Specifically, they had kept him, against
all the odds, financially beyond the reach of Don King.

When I say I knew nothing about boxing before the
Holyfield–Lewis summons, I mean that I knew nothing
about real boxing, and had never wanted to. Like many a
sensitive soul, I had a natural aversion to the whole idea
of people suffering irreversible brain damage for the blood-
lusting entertainment of others. This aversion was built,
however, on information contained in any number of
acclaimed and supposedly realistic boxing movies, in which
it is made quite clear that boxing – beyond anything known
in other organised sports – stinks to high heaven of corrup-
tion, criminality and playing Joe Public for a mug. Fights
are fixed; managers are hoodlums; mobsters with flick-
knives climb into the shower with the patsy who refused
to go down in the third; contender wannabes cop a one-way
ticket to Palookaville. There is rarely a happy ending. Films
like Golden Boy (based on a play by Clifford Odets), The
Harder They Fall (based on a novel by Budd Schulberg) or
Fat City (based on a novel by Leonard Gardner) depict
the sport of boxing pretty starkly as a system that thrives
on individual greatness but also consumes and destroys all

9

070Q_tx.qxd  3/7/09  12:51  Page 9



things noble as a matter of course. In less grandiose terms,
a strong, half-naked man stands alone in the ring, taking
the blows, while a bunch of venal weaklings in snazzy hats
pocket all his dough and then sell his broken body down
the river.

Compromise always wins over integrity in this eternal
tragedy. In these movies, fighters never get the bouts they
deserve, despite begging for shots at the title, because it
serves no one else’s skulduggery to set them up. They are
often obliged to take strategic dives – and sometimes they
boo-hoo afterwards at the ignominy of it, like Jake LaMotta
(Robert De Niro) in Raging Bull, whom it is still incred-
ibly hard to feel sorry for, incidentally, because he’s such a
git. Finally, but most important of all, these traditional
movie boxers are completely dumb about money – as
confirmed by their regular, fruitless cry, ‘Give me my
money.’ ‘I didn’t fight for under a thousand for five years,’
boasts a boxer in the original play of Golden Boy. ‘I got a
thousand bucks tonight, don’t I?’ His manager, reading a
paper, looks up and says no, actually tonight he got twelve
hundred. The fighter jumps to his feet, livid. ‘What? I
oughta bust your nose. How many times do I have to say
I don’t fight for under one thousand bucks?’ The manager
shrugs. ‘Okay, you’ll get your thousand,’ he agrees.

What the movies don’t tend to deal with (because it’s
so boring) is boxing’s system of administration, which is
so byzantine and preposterous that no one outside has a
clue how to penetrate it, let alone challenge or dismantle
it. But if you already have a suspicious nature and a sceptical
attitude to boxing based on prolonged movie-watching,
you can’t hear about the wbo, ibo, ibf, wbu, et cetera

10

070Q_tx.qxd  3/7/09  12:51  Page 10



without narrowing your eyes and making ironical
harrumphing noises. The World Boxing Council, you see,
has nothing to do with the World Boxing Association
besides two shared initials; meanwhile there’s the
International Boxing Federation, the World Boxing
Organisation, the World Boxing Union, the International
Boxing Organisation, the World Boxing Federation, the
International Boxing Council, and the International Boxing
Association. In other words, if you can ingeniously contrive
any original three-word combination of this limited range
of nouns and adjectives, and can afford a big round bit of
metal with some leather attached, you can set up your own
legitimate boxing organisation in your downstairs lavatory
for the price of a packet of stamps. All of these organ-
isations are in the belt business, and at the time of the
Holyfield–Lewis fight in 1999, Holyfield was ibf and wba
champion; Lewis was wbc. Or, quite honestly, it might
have been the other way round.

Either way, the one thing I understood about this fight
from the moment I arrived in New York was that toilers
in the foetid world of boxing were hoping for a breath of
fresh air to blow through the whole sport this coming
weekend. Boxing’s reputation was as low as it could get,
and commentators had long since run out of synonyms for
‘stink’. A recent fight arranged for Lewis had been against
the American Oliver McCall – a man who may have
looked, on paper, like a worthy opponent, since he had
once knocked Lewis out at the Wembley Arena (in
September 1994), but who was in such a bad mental state
on the night of the second fight (in January 1997) that
he was in tears in the ring. It was ghastly, apparently. All the
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commentators who saw this fight quickly ran out of
synonyms for ‘sickened’. A recovering crack addict, McCall
wandered around the ring avoiding Lewis, crying, talking
to himself, and having a public nervous breakdown. Lewis
held back, cautiously offering the occasional jab, like a cat
testing a dead mouse. It was a confusing situation for a
boxer trained to put himself on the line. To adapt the
famous line from Raging Bull (‘I didn’t know whether to
fuck him or fight him’), on this occasion, Lewis didn’t
know whether to fight McCall or offer him a nice cup of
cocoa.

But now, come Saturday night, by a Herculean effort,
a diverted river was going to gush through the Garden
and wash all the blood off the ropes. Holyfield–Lewis was
a very big deal. In fact, I was beginning to realise that
nothing in the world – certainly not Bosnia – was as import-
ant as this contrived fight, for eight-figure money, between
two men who (as yet) I didn’t even know very much about.
As I sat in my tiny hotel room in the evenings – listening
to the exciting parp-parp of the wintry midtown traffic;
leafing avidly through boxing magazines; pondering
Norman Mailer’s theory that boxing, like chess, is all about
‘control of the centre’ (how true); and occasionally jumping
up to practise a combination of right to the kidney, followed
by uppercut and left hook (quite difficult without falling
over) – I started to share the palpable sense of destiny.

My first sight of Evander Holyfield was at a grim gym in
lower Manhattan. It was a raw, freezing day, and I shared
a cab with the chap from the Telegraph, who was staying

12

070Q_tx.qxd  3/7/09  12:51  Page 12



at the same mid-town hotel (The Paramount). The co-
incidence of our staying at the same hotel had really bucked
me up, incidentally, because it seemed to me, during my
four years in the business, that I was forever comparing
travel arrangements with this particular chap, and coming
out the loser by a knockout in the first round. ‘Where are
you staying, Lynne?’ he would ask, when we met (say) at
one of the earlier matches of the World Cup in Paris in
1998, and I would attempt to make light of the appalling
truth. ‘Well, it’s quite interesting,’ I’d say. ‘They’ve put me
in a hotel that costs a mere £24 a night – which must have
taken quite some doing, don’t you think? My room stinks
of drains, doesn’t have a television or a lavatory, and the
phone has a big dial on it and is bolted to the wall, so I
can’t plug in my laptop. But heigh ho, what can you do?
It’s incredibly handy for the Musée d’Orsay, and I honestly
haven’t been attacked yet walking back up that dark street
from the Metro dragging my big heavy laptop after
midnight.’ Then, with a huge generosity of spirit, I would
ask, ‘Where are you staying, then, Paul?’ And it would
always be somewhere stylish, bright, central, fully equipped,
expensive, modem-friendly and (all-importantly) served
door-to-door by media buses, that would make me want
to saw my own head off.

Discovering that Paul and I were on the same flight to
New York from Heathrow, therefore, we had gone through
the usual routine on the plane – except, for once, I asked
first. ‘Oh, I’m staying at that Philippe Starck place off
Times Square with all the funky furniture and the low
lighting,’ he said. ‘Oh really?’ I squeaked, trying not to
betray my despair. ‘I’m at some dump called The Paramount.’

13
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And for heaven’s sake, for once we were in the same place.
It was a miracle. For once in my life, I was probably going
to get a room with some basic bathroom fittings. Of course,
when we arrived, Paul got himself upgraded to a better
class of room immediately, while I had to argue for a couple
of hours at check-in because the Times travel people had
failed to confirm the reservation (this always happened).
But still, to be in the same hotel in New York as the chap
from the Telegraph for a whole week was really, really some-
thing, and I still feel quite proud.

Back at Holyfield’s gym, I was keen to get a sight of
a real boxer by now – which was a shame, because when
we arrived (at the appointed time) real boxers were nowhere
to be seen. It was a bleak spot, this gym: a high-ceilinged,
whitewashed-brick kind of underground space filled with
punch-bags and stale air, not to mention huddles of im-
patient hacks sipping take-out coffees. There were a couple
of large murals of famous boxers on the side wall – they
turned out to be Joe Louis and Jack Dempsey, so I’m glad
I didn’t guess. And as we all hung about, waiting to be
summoned through a small door in the wall (like some-
thing from Alice) to an inner, warren-like place where
Holyfield was said to be sparring in private, I think I had
a bit of an epiphany. Making a puny fist, I tapped a
punch-bag (which didn’t move), and someone told me
the interesting fact that Mike Tyson filled his punch-
bags with water, so that hitting them was more like hitting
the human body. I quipped, ‘Does he cover them in human
skin, too?’ and then felt ashamed for being so flippant –
especially as no one laughed.

Later, we would watch Lennox sparring in a much nicer
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space at the Garden, but hanging about in that dank,
unlovely gym brought things home to me in an important
way, and at an important moment. Sometimes people come
into my office and say, politely, ‘So this is where it all
happens?’ and I get all uncomfortable, because, obviously,
nothing happens here at all except a lot of impressive tea-
drinking, and I assume they’re just trying to avoid saying,
‘Oh my God, what a mess’ in any case. But anyway, my
point is, you go into an old, battered, smelly Skid Row
gym like that, and suddenly this upcoming fight is nothing
to do with the hbo pay-per-view millions, or the inter-
national diplomacy success of the promoter, or the trading
of hollow physical threats by besuited fighters on podiums
with fireworks in the background. Because this is where
it all happens. This is where men build defences, and learn
by getting hurt. This is where they sweat and learn and
concentrate, and – in Holyfield’s case – acquire neck
muscles like anchor chains. Of course, I knew that Holyfield
didn’t use this scuzzy gym every day of his life: a multi-
millionaire, he lived in considerable luxury in Texas, with
a swimming pool shaped like a championship belt, and
had fathered nine children by twelve women (or some-
thing like that), while also being strenuously devout, which
some people saw as not quite adding up. Holyfield once
said in an interview that all men had to get out of their
trousers from time to time, and the interviewer said, ‘But
not as often as you.’ But that’s not the point. By the time
I got my chance to go through the little door and see the
sweating, shaven-headed and massively muscular Evander
Holyfield – sparring energetically in a darker, smaller, and
even sweatier space – I was so sensitised to the idea of
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boxing’s sheer physicality that I almost fainted at the sight
of him.

I hadn’t been prepared for this sudden powerful interest
in these two men’s bodies. It came as a shock after three
years in the trade. Every week of my life, I routinely heard
about injuries of one sort or another – footballers with
fractured metatarsals; tennis players with strained
hamstrings – and the information didn’t impinge very
much. The chaps’ bodies were just the tools of their trade.
One of my treasured football press conference questions
was, on the subject of a chronically injured star player,
‘Anything new on the groin?’ (My next favourite was golfer
Justin Leonard saying that he’d taken his bogeys with a
pinch of salt.) I admit that casual mention of footballers,
in multiples, ‘on the treatment tables’ conjured a too-vivid
image sometimes, because I pictured them naked and at
rest, face up, expectant, lightly oiled, under sheets describing
suggestive contours; and I also remember with great clarity
a moment when the then fabulously dreadlocked – and
very beautiful – Henrik Larsson, playing for Celtic, cele-
brated a goal with his shirt off and took me completely
by surprise with what was underneath. But by and large,
I regarded sportsmen as hairy-kneed yeomen whose flesh,
skin and muscle were their own affair, and certainly nothing
to do with me.

It helped to be reading Joyce Carol Oates at this junc-
ture – and there’s a sentence I never thought I’d write. But
her book On Boxing is a small masterpiece. A great fan of
boxing, she is in love with the plain fact that it’s not a
metaphor for anything else. While organised games are
metaphors for war, and tennis (say) is a metaphor for
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hand-to-hand combat, boxing isn’t. ‘I can entertain the
proposition that life is a metaphor for boxing,’ is as far as
she’ll go (and is as funny as she gets, by the way). ‘Boxing
is only like boxing.’ Boxers, she says, ‘are there to estab-
lish an absolute experience, a public accounting of the
outermost limits of their beings’. People who attend fights
because they like seeing blood spray about probably don’t
think about it this deeply, perhaps; but that doesn’t make
it untrue. A fight is a culmination of training, a moment
of truth, a supreme form of reckoning, and the bottom
line is that most of us will never experience anything
remotely as testing as a public accounting of the outer-
most limits of our being. I once went the full twelve rounds
with John Lewis Online customer services, and I won’t say
I wasn’t bruised by it, but I would never claim it was the
real thing.

For these two men to measure up to one another in a
ring on Saturday night was not just a contrivance for the
sake of entertainment; it was a magnificent, if still horri-
fying, necessity. Their job, I now saw, was not so much to
hurt each other as to protect themselves and emerge with
honour. I didn’t want to see it happen, but at the same
time I couldn’t miss it. If they were going to risk so much,
the least I could do was watch. Oates makes one
outstanding claim for boxing: ‘It is the most tragic of all
sports because, more than any human activity, it consumes
the very excellence it displays – its drama is this very
consumption.’ Or, as everyone kept saying in relation to
Holyfield (aged 37) in the week before the fight,
‘Sometimes you see a boxer age in the ring, right there in
front of you.’
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However, at this point, Holyfield himself was not antici-
pating such a transfiguration. He was predicting he would
knock out Lewis in the third round. He said it at the gym,
and he said it later. The American press were very grateful
for this uncharacteristic prediction, as it supported their
rather simplistic sales pitch on Holyfield, which was that
he had tons of ‘heart’. We heard an awful lot about
Holyfield’s heart in the week before the fight. I started to
think we should demand to see an x-ray, or at least have
it weighed in separately. Lewis, meanwhile, was charac-
terised as a kind of cowardly lion because – by contrast to
Holyfield – he made no bones about preferring not to be
hit. The American press were very unfair to Lewis, but
you could see why he confused them, with his languid,
sleep-walking manner, his unblemished good looks, and
his unhurried, unemotional common sense. Lewis said that
everyone asked him, all the time, about his supposed in-
feriority in the ‘heart’ department; meanwhile, he never saw
a picture of himself in the American press that didn’t have
a question mark next to it.

So one man was symbolised by an oversized pumping
vital organ; the other by a curly punctuation mark invented
at the time of Charlemagne. You can see why Lewis felt
this wasn’t fair, and why he kept making the point – quite
patiently – that having a reputation for ‘heart’ comes from
foolishly getting into situations where ‘heart’ is desperately
required. Lewis did not intend to get into such situations.
His ‘sweet science’ would prevail; then he would ‘reign
supercilious’. ‘At age fifty,’ he said, ‘I want to be able to
get out of bed. At age fifty, Evander Holyfield won’t be
able to speak.’
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Clearly there were significant differences between the
fighting styles and capabilities of these men. And as the
sparring-day passed, everyone talked about fighting on
the ‘outside’ and the ‘inside’. I was surprised at how open
each camp was about their fighter’s relative strengths and
weaknesses, but I suppose such things are impossible to
hide. Lewis, the taller and heavier man, with a much longer
reach, could control the outside as a matter of course. In
training with Emmanuel Steward (leader of a famous gym
in Detroit, and trainer of umpteen champions, including
Holyfield), he had been working on his left jab, and on
blocking the kind of counter-punch that poor old Oliver
McCall (in better days) had knocked him out with. When
we watched him sparring later that day, though, I’m afraid
I got distracted from the jab, being overwhelmed yet again
by matters of sheer anatomy. It was like the moment Piglet
gets all overcome at the sight of Christopher Robin’s blue
braces. I think I had my fingers in my mouth for most of
the afternoon. ‘Look. Look at that flesh,’ I whispered to
anyone who would listen. ‘Admit it, wouldn’t you like to give
that a little push?’ Later in the week, we would get all the
comparative vital statistics (they call this pre-fight ritual
‘The Tale of the Tape’), but basically, Lewis was just enor-
mous, six foot five, over seventeen stone, with shoulders
like beach balls and arms like young trees, and skin so
richly velvety that it surely has to be lovingly brushed each
morning in the same direction. The parading of these men
like prize cattle may be a bit distasteful, but it’s also honest.
If you’re going to see them get into a ring and try to beat
the living daylights out of each other, you need to know
precisely what they’ve got to lose.
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As the day of the fight approached, I tried to keep track
of things, and to remember what I formerly hated about
boxing. It was getting difficult. There’s that very funny
thing in Douglas Adams’s The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the
Galaxy, when Arthur Dent finds out how unpleasant it
feels to be ‘drunk’ – and it turns out this doesn’t mean
what it feels like to be inebriated, it means what it feels
like to be swallowed in liquid form, and it’s very unpleasant
indeed. Getting close to sporting events, I often felt drunk
in exactly this Douglas Adams sense; it was extremely
disorientating. The world beyond the event shrank to a
dot; I felt my perceptions flipping inside out; time expanded
so that a week seemed like a month; I got hotly impatient
with loved ones at home who said on the phone, vaguely,
‘Is it over? Did I miss it? Did anyone win?’; I danced in
sidelong manner around my hotel bedroom practising my
feeble left jab and making ‘Toof, toof ’ noises; and most
weirdly of all, I read the work of Norman Mailer, nodding
wisely, and even underlined it with a pencil.

In short, I was a different person. A few weeks before,
the name ‘Lewis’ would have made me think of maybe C.S.
Lewis, Sinclair Lewis, the John Lewis Online customer
services department (damn them), or Lewis Carroll. Now
I wanted to chant that there was only one Lennox Lewis,
and I wanted him to keep his hands up, use his jab, block
Holyfield’s left hook, keep breathing, protect that lovely
skin, and above all remember what chess teaches you about
controlling the centre. On the day before the fight, I did
something completely out of character, and it makes my
heart-rate accelerate just to recall it. I phoned the office
in London from my mobile – furtively, outside on 34th
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Street in the face-shrinking, slab-like cold – and said that,
come what may, I must see this fight. I think they were a
bit surprised by my vehemence, but the Garden had been
prevaricating about press tickets; they kept promising and
then delaying, and I had started to get very anxious. What
if they gave The Times only two seats? There were three
of us in New York! Oh no, not again, I said. Not this time,
buddy. I’m not getting bumped this time. The problem
was, the office always liked the sort of ‘colour’ piece I wrote
about being banished to some nasty sports bar, to watch
an event on TV with the locals. But they could whistle
this time, I said; they could whistle up their god-damned
ass. ‘If we only get two tickets, you’ve got to send Rob to
some bar, not me. He hates boxing. He keeps writing pieces
about the death of Joe DiMaggio instead. He doesn’t attend
the press conferences. He’s spending all his time with Pelé.
His heart’s not in this the way mine is!’ (Rob was the chief
sports writer, and he outranked me in every way. There
was no possibility they would accede to this demand.)

Luckily they didn’t quarrel with me; they just said, ‘Why
don’t we wait and see what happens?’ But had they taken
issue, I fear I would have quoted Joyce Carol Oates at
them: ‘Like all extreme but perishable actions, boxing
excites not only the writer’s imagination, but also his instinct
to bear witness.’ What a genius this woman was. She was
reading my mind. Because, yes, yes, I must bear witness
to this extreme but also perishable action. I must. This fight
might not be dedicated to women (or if it was, it was never
mentioned again), but this woman was now totally dedi-
cated to it. On the Thursday night, with the ticket situation
still unresolved, I briefly entertained the idea of pushing
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Rob under a cab, or paying someone to lure him to a lonely
dock on the East River and blow him away. It also occurred
to me that the lobby of my fashionable hotel was so absurdly
dimly lit, Rob’s lifeless body could lie undiscovered for
quite some time amid the trendy Philippe Starck chairs,
so the sleeping-with-the-fishes option might not be neces-
sary. But on Friday, finally, I got my fight ticket, and so
did he. We had seats together, as it happened, and we went
on to have a very interesting and remarkable evening in
each other’s company, marred (for me) only by crippling
feelings of guilt and shame. I never told Rob that, had
it come right down to it, I’d have done anything to get
him out of the picture, or that being present at the
Holyfield–Lewis fight on March 13, 1999 now meant so
much to me that I’d considered it worth committing murder
for a ticket.
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