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Prologue
‘Two things only the people anxiously 

desire – bread and circuses.’ 
– Juvenal, AD.100

BOXING has got itself into a strange state in recent times  
Mayweather v McGregor is testament to that. A sport that many 
thought was dying a decade ago is now booming, reportedly. 

Britain has a record number of world champions and the UK public 
are treated to blockbuster pay-per-view nights, featuring the likes of 
Anthony Joshua and Chris Eubank Jr  These events, and that is what 
they are, have brought the sport to a whole new audience.

Raised in the age of 24/7 connectivity, the young enthusiasts of this 
scene swim in a never-ending river of content. Yet boxing’s ability to 
float in this current was never certain. As the internet era took hold, 
big questions were raised.

Boxing events, of course, are sporadic by nature. Fights are months 
in the making and can be disappointing on the night  Purists may 
accept this, but casual viewers? Probably not.

How then, could boxing keep the clicks coming? How could it 
compete with other, more immediate and accessible sports? How could 
superficial interest be sustained? Without the weekly cycle of match-
and-analysis enjoyed by football, or the unified marketing approach 
of the UFC, boxing faced a problem. What do we give the fans during 
all the gaps between big fights? 
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At the highest level, it was solved by mimicking pro wrestling. Fake 
rivalries and artificial animosities were encouraged with social media 
profiles updated daily  Banter and the build-up became an event in 
itself 

Slick puff-pieces, contrived face-offs and ‘making noise’ thus 
provide the modern streams of engagement  As a result, the speed of 
a man’s hands, feet and mind, or his sheer refusal to lose, have become 
less interesting for the youthful target audience than his behaviour on 
Twitter, or the clumsy vaudeville of a press conference.

Of course, boxing always had its hoopla. It is no coincidence that 
the first great American promoter, PT Barnum, was a circus impresario 
before he got involved in the fight game, but as the sport made its 
transition from mainstream, terrestrial TV to subscription and then 
pay-per-view broadcasting, as the world wide web grew to upset the 
media status-quo, the sheer amount of nonsense ballooned 

Among its many effects, the emergence of the internet has mired 
Western society in a bewildering era of post-truth and fake news. We 
are deluged with information daily, much of it meaningless. It is a 
symptom of all this that boxers now find more of a living in ‘being a 
name’ than actually winning and defending world titles. 

As ever, boxing reflects the times.
Despite triumphalist press releases from promoters, repeated 

verbatim in newspapers, for many long-term followers this mean the 
sport has been debased. Flipped tables, broken bottles, sexual slurs 
and death-threats do not sit well with card-topping bouts that are 
frequently cynical mismatches  When the richest fight in history 
features a snappily dressed, wisecracking martial artist, making his 
boxing debut against a man two years retired, it’s a clear sign that 
values have been corrupted 

For those troubled by the sport’s descent, Clinton Woods represents 
authenticity  One of the last true fighters, his career and particularly 
its most successful part came right at the end of the passing age  The 
bout in which he won his world title, in 2005, was the very last shown 
by the BBC 

More than that, Woods embodied the traditional adage of ‘letting 
fists do the talking’. For him, interviews were a conversation, nothing 
more. Ring-walks were a means to get from the dressing room to the 
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ropes. PR stood for ‘personal record’, a best achieved in training, rather 
than public relations 

In a period when the old gradually gave way to the new, Clinton’s 
meat ‘n’ potatoes manner stood as a rejection of everything developing 
around him, everything broadcasters were pushing – the 24/7 shows, 
the tit-for-tat, the endless hype   

Woods never ducked anyone and for a brief time, after beating the 
Jamaican Glenn Johnson in their third fight in 2006, was regarded as 
the genuine top man in his weight class. There are few British fighters 
of recent decades who can say the same.

Now happily retired, and a grandfather at 44, he is ready to tell 
his story. A story of how a champion is made through blood and snot, 
rather than razzmatazz, rankings manipulation and marketing 

There’s something important in that.

Mark Turley, July 2017
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Introduction

DENNIS stands beside me, chest out, chewing gum like a 
camel. He’s muttering away. I’m not really listening. I’m 
inside my head, inside the ring, inside an arena, inside my 

home patch. Three world title challenges behind me with no wins. 
What did that mean?

People said I was lucky to get another, that I wasn’t ‘world 
class’. They bandy that around like it’s something official.

Listen son, if can you do X, Y and Z then you’re world class.
Boxing is one man against another, in a particular time and 

place. It happens in the moment. 
It just doesn’t work like that.
In the minds of those who like to watch a punch-up and 

believe they have some expertise, I slipped through some kind 
of net. Show-ponies like Calzaghe or Hamed get all the attention. 
Tasselled shorts, loose lips, flashy hands – bollocks to that.

‘There’s people here who’ve said you can’t do it.’ Dennis says 
in my ear, loud enough to be heard amidst the cacophony. ‘That 
you’re not good enough. Just keep that in your mind.’ I nod.

And then again, slowly but more insistent, squeezing my arm 
on every word for emphasis.

‘You – just – keep – that – in – your – mind.’
I’m bouncing on my toes, looking down at the canvas, just 

as a way to focus and all this stuff, the underestimations, the 
damning-with-faint-praise, the condescension, years and years 
of it, fills me right up from my boots.
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‘Woods is limited, but he’s got heart. Best asset is his chin. 
Not the most talented lad, gives it everything, though.’

I’m sick of it.
The Ingles are partly to blame. Naseem Hamed, Johnny 

Nelson, Ryan Rhodes, all the rest. The Wincobank lot are known 
around the world. When you’re a Sheffield fighter boxing out of 
a different gym, there’s an assumption you must be second rate.

If I don’t crack this one I’ll always stay in their shadow. For 
forever the journos will call me a nearly man. They’ll write that on 
my fucking gravestone.

The introductions begin. MC Mike Goodall can barely make 
himself heard. Eight thousand in the arena and my crowd are 
shrieking like banshees. This isn’t just boxing, for them its tribal 
war. United or Wednesday, they’re all here.

This is Sheffield.
I snort air up through my nostrils.
I am Sheffield.
‘Tonight, making his fourth attempt at a world title,’ Goodall 

says. ‘From the steel city, Clinton Woooooods!’
I carry on bouncing, eyes still down, while a BBC cameraman 

circles in front of me for a close-up. For a moment I lift my head 
to look down the lens, then raise my hands, still on my toes, 
always on my toes. That’s the thing with me, the thing they never 
credited. I can be a mover, when I want. I’m not just chin and 
heart. I can be reyt fast.

The noise goes up a few notches, like something from a 
medieval battlefield. At the back of the hall comes the crashing 
and banging of a drum. Voices fall in with its rhythm.

Da-Da-Da-Da-Da-Da-Da-Da-Da- ‘Clinton!’
The lights brighten, then dim. All I can see is the ring. The 

flag bearers and officials climb through the ropes and away. And 
that’s when, for the first time, I look across.

He is there. Pacing back and forth like Tyson used to do, 
twitching his neck, in robe and boots of purest black.

Eighteen wins, with 14 KOs, a rising American star, with the 
kind of story pundits love. The pain game, the hurt business, the 
dark trade, pick your cliché. This ain’t golf or tennis.
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Rico Hoye is an ex gang-banger. As a 16-year-old, he shot a 
rival dead and served nine years in the state penitentiary. Now 
he’s swapped bullets for knuckles, but the principles are the 
same. I’m in his way. If he wants big money, he must crush me.

The referee pulls us together in centre ring and gives his 
instructions. Hoye tries to stare me out. He’s got the prison yard 
is in his eyes. He looks mean. I don’t care.

The American moves back to his corner loosely, face relaxed. 
His manner betrays that supreme, undented confidence that 
only unbeaten fighters have. There is no confidence like it. You’re 
young, the testosterone flows, everything feels taut and primed. 
An unbeaten fighter doesn’t know he can lose.

Hoye KO’d Sergundo Mercado in a round. Mercado went the 
distance with all-time-great Bernard Hopkins. Before matching 
him for the title, the IBF made Hoye fight an eliminator against 
three time world title challenger Richard Hall. Hoye knocked him 
out in four. It was man against boy. No-one had ever beaten Hall 
like that.

For some reason, the IBF ordered Hoye to box another 
eliminator against Montell Griffin. Griffin had been the first to 
defeat the maestro, Roy Jones Jr, in 1997, but Hoye conquered 
him too. By the time he flew to England he was convinced it was 
his time, burning for validation.

Now he’s there, the next big thing. About five feet away. And 
I’m looking at him.

They say he has history in his corner. His father mixed with 
Sumbu Kalambay, Doug DeWitt and Errol Christie in the 70s and 
80s. His grandad’s his coach. Boxing Monthly wrote: ‘Hoye looked 
the part of a superstar in waiting during fight week’. Boxing News 
made him a heavy favourite. Their prediction read: ‘Clinton facing 
more heartache’.

‘Come on, Clinton!’ shouts a voice from a few rows back.
I look down at Natalia at ringside, eyes wide, then at press row, 

with their pens and laptops. As far as they’re concerned, I’m a 
Yorkshire scrapper, a skinny, white, street kid, a scally. Hoye grew 
up in Detroit gyms from the age of 6. He has pedigree.

My background doesn’t compare.
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1977 and a handful of shit

MAM led us through the terraces towards the steel mill. I 
say led us, but she didn’t really. She strode on ahead, while 
me and two of my brothers, Heath and Todd, scurried to 

keep up 
Heath whimpered a bit.
‘Come on!’ I urged him. ‘Tha’d better hurry up. We’ll be late. 

Mam’ll be cross wi thi.’
He glared at me, despite himself. Even though he was right on the 

edge of tears. Our Heath, always glaring.
‘Hurry up thi sen,’ he said, then pulled his hood over his head and 

broke into a half-run. Me and Todd did the same, all three of us with 
our flared trousers flapping around our ankles  I could have left them 
behind if I wanted to, but I held back.

Every Saturday we made this journey, on foot from our house near 
Fox Hill to Shude Lane, where the Marsh Brothers’ factory was. There 
was such excitement in it. Saturday was payday.

We tailed along behind Mam until we got to the street behind the 
mill, where hundreds of work-hardened, skin-blackened men sat on 
steps eating their packed lunches. Rows and rows of them, like seagulls 
on a cliff 

If you had a photograph of that scene now it would look like a 
postcard from a lost age. To modern kids with their mobile phones and 
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X-boxes, it would seem as distant as Winston Churchill or horse-drawn 
carriages. But those workers, sitting there, was how Sheffield used to 
be. Grafters, men with families, proud men, tired men.

They were Sheffield.
Some of them smiled at Mam. She was a right looker back then. 

She nodded back, still striding, keeping up her pace 
Sooner or later we would find Dad sitting among them, machine 

dirt on his cheeks and hands, stinking of hot metal, all sulphurous and 
warm. How I loved that smell.

‘How do?’ he’d ask with a grin.
That smell always reminded me of sparklers on bonfire night. 

Maybe that’s why I’ve always had a thing for fires.
We would leave him there with his corned beef and tea flask and 

follow Mam to the office to collect his wages. The clerk handed them 
over in cash, in a small brown envelope. Afterwards, we travelled into 
town. That money brought such luxury 

‘You can have a can of pop and a bag of crisps each,’ Mam would 
say, at the grocers  The three of us held on to our goodies like treasure 
until we boarded the bus home, then gorged ourselves on salt and 
sugar. That was the taste of Saturdays…

Sheffield is a big part of me, of who I am. In some ways, my story 
is its story too 

Known as the city of seven hills, nearly everywhere you go around 
here, you’ve got a view. As a young lad, most of my days were spent 
running. Mostly through woods or fields.

I was born six weeks early, with the umbilical cord coiled around 
my neck like a noose. You could say I came into the world fighting. Dad 
described getting out of the hospital alive as my first win. 

I was always a skinny little wretch, with long legs and arms. As a 
little ‘un I had shoulder-length blond hair that fell in ringlets about 
my shoulders. I hated it. Mam used to call me ‘pony’, because she said 
I looked like a young horse 

At four, I was out playing with a kid called JJ in the hedgerows 
that marked the boundary of our estate. Lowedges was renowned as a 
tough place and still is, but as toddlers none of that entered our minds  
We would be out the back all day, digging up worms and chasing each 
other around the privet hedges 
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I was running away from JJ, laughing my head off, when he called 
after me. It was plaintive. There was desperation in his voice.

‘Clinton!’ he hissed, with a hint of panic. ‘Clinton!’
‘What?’
‘I’ve shit mi’sen!’
For reasons only a small child could know, I felt the need to verify 

his claim. I ran back to him and thrust my fingers past his belt, down 
the back of his trousers, into his pants. Sure enough, he was telling 
the truth 

When I pulled my hand out, it was covered in his muck. Horrified, 
I ran home to get cleaned up 

‘Oh Clinton!’ Mam said in the bathroom as she scrubbed me with 
soap. ‘Your worst of t’lot.’

Mam was used to that sort of nonsense. She had to be, with the size 
of her family. There were seven of us, one for each hill of the city, all 
born within eight years. She even had two in the same year at school. 
Mandy, Julian, Adele, Shane, Heath, Clinton and Todd 

Lowedges wasn’t the best place to raise a family, so Mam and Dad 
moved us all to the Fox Hill council area when I was four. We had a 
maisonette there, with its own little garden, right on the northern 
edge of town. 

It was still no manor house, but it was ours. Us kids had to room 
together. My two sisters shared one bedroom, with all five boys in the 
other 

All the lads slept in one, big bed, with a wee bucket at the end of 
it. One Christmas Eve, Mam came in drunk and threw it all over us.

Behind our street sat a hill called back edge and beyond that lay 
miles and miles of countryside  Rolling greenery, as far as the eye could 
see. We would be out there all day, lost in our games, only returning 
for meals and sleep 

Dad’s wages weren’t high so Mam did what she could. While we 
were all at school, she caught two buses to get to a cleaning job in 
Topley, on the other side of town. They only paid her a few quid a 
week, but she still went.

From a very young age, we walked to school and back alone. Some 
days I’d get back before Mam and wait on the concrete steps above the 
bus station. When she appeared, I ran down.
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‘Mam, Mam!’ I would hug her, help carry her bags home. Her face 
would crack into a smile, but an exhausted one. It’s hard to explain. It 
might have been a look in her eyes, but somehow Mam always looked 
sad, even when she was smiling.
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