SundayTribune 06 March 2005

‘Sucker punch: Chris Eubank reels as Steve Collins lands a left hook on the then-champion's chin. By the end of the fight Eubank would have lost his belt and Collins would swiftly wear out the public's appreciation of his effort
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Who's the antihero now?

One was reviled, the other féted. Chris Eubank rode in on a Harley to fight a man who claimed to have been
hypnotised to feel no pain - now Steve Collins’s demise has seen him overtaken in popularity by Eubank

kind to the man who beat him
on that unforgettable St
Patrick’s weekend in 1995.
Steve Collins should have
prbteebintras )

live on air that if he threw
any more bouquets at him-
self we wouldn’t be able to
see him for flowers. There
silence

try’s bosom for what he did
that night. Instead, as the

ling of middle age set-
tles around his waist, he’s
become close to invisible, his

HAT'Sinter-
esting look-
ing at them
now in their

years
is the neat role reversal
they've undergone. In the 10
years since they stared each
other down across an illumi-
nated square of canvas in
Mi

lem.
He could never have
lieved retirement would be
tougher than boxing. In the
years since he quit, he's visit-
ed all the soup kitchens and
dosshouses of the soul -
depression, divorce,
court appearances and alle-
gations of domestic wolence.
which d. His

and it felt for one awful
moment that the audience
was about to break into
applause. They didn’t have
to. There was a sense the
woman had spoken for the
country. Collins had lost his
audience.

Eubank was a far better
loser than Collins was a win-
ner. He was never the same
boxer again, but as he pulled
away from the sport, all those
rummy pretensions - the
monocle, the jodhpurs, the
juggernaut cab he used as the

llstreet, they've
a one-hundred-and-eighty-
degree do-si- do, so thnt
they’re now
site corners to the ones Lhey
were in that night.

‘hris Eubank, who was the
pantomime villain back then,
is popular beyond his van-
quisher’s wildest dreams.
Eighteen months ago, he
signed copies of his autobi-

brother claimed a year ago
he was back lnbourmg on
building sites.

‘What always seemed to be
eating Steve Collins was the
Irish public never warmed to
him. He was too cocky to be

t
Before he went on, his friend,

ography in Easonson O'Con-  the comedian Brendan O’Car-
nell Street. The line of people  roll, reminded him that in
waiting’ hi hed Irish entertail our
down the street like a bread career lived or died by how
queue in 1970’ Poland. you performed on the show.
Tenyearsin the publiceye Al Collins had todo was to
- that included appearances be himself but he thought he
in Celebrity Big Brother,chew- knew better. He told Gay
ing gum and coffee commer-  Byrne, more than once, that

cials and a cameo in a
Naseem Hamed documen-
tary, where he stalked the
‘cameraman around the room,
rvcmngRudyard Kiplinginto

pound for pound, he was the
best boxer in the world. And
maybe of all time. There was-
n't anyone who could beat
him. It came across as just a
bad i i

o(Y the pubhcs repugnance
for him. Chris Eubank
became lovable.

The years have been less

Ali imper-
sonation, showing none of
Collins’s wonderful wit and
warmth and charm. A woman
phoned the show and told him

family r - came to
be seen as ricks in an eccen-
tric but interesting person-
ality. He was genuinely but
lovably bonkers.

Barry Hearn, who man-
aged both fighters, tells the
story of taking Eubank to see
Barbara Streisand at Wemb-
ley. Five minutes before cur-
tain, Eubank left his seat in
the front row to answer a call
of nature. When he returned,
he stood at the top of the aisle,
preening himself, until every-
one in the arena noticed. The
audience got on their feet and
clapped and cheered him all
the way to his seat. The walk
back to the front row took
longer than one of his famous-

though. It was more than just
a fight to him. Ten years on,
he doesn't want to talk about
it. He said some kind words
about Collins on the Late Late
Show when he was in Dublin
to promote his book but the
impression is he still regards
him as what he called him in
the summer of 1995 - a creep.
“Chris doesn’t want to talk
ubout Steve Collins at all,”
week. “Tt

Henrn dldn’t gwe Collins a

but whlch turned nasty when
Collin: i

stable’s star and meal ticket.

llins arrived at the press
conference in Jury’s dressed
as Darby O'Gill, in a thorn-
proofjacket, flat cap and dick-
ey bow, and clutching a
shillelagh. He was an hour
late. Eubank threatened to
pull out of the fight because of
his lack of respect. Collins

goes back to an incident at a
fashion show in Dublin a few
years ago. Chiris tried to shake
his hand but Steve refused.
Chris took it as an insult. He's
agentleman, you see. So he's
not interested in discussing
him at all.”

The fight is rightly remem-
bered as a classic, their utter
abhorrence of each other giv-
ing it all the intensity of Ali-
Frazier I, [Iand III.

In1994,at the King's Hallin
Belfast, Collins went to
Eubank’s dressing-room to
congratulate him on his vic-
tory over Ray Close. As
Collins walked away, Eubank
turned to Ron Davies, his pug-
faced trainer, and said, with-
in his earshot, “Easy money.”

But nobody ever earned
easy money fighting Collins.
He'd been hard-schooled in
America, taking his knocks
from teak-tough mid-
dleweights like Paul McPeak,
Tony Thornton and then, for
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‘When he sat down, he tapped
the floor manager on the
shoulder with his cane and
said, “Inform Ms Streisand
she may commence.”

But the real punchline,
according to Hearn, is
Eubank wasn't joking.
Millstreet scarred him,

N
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many the tr

moment of his career, nar-
rowly losing a world title chal-
lenge to the great Mike
McCallum.

Eubank was supposed to
fight Close for a third time
but Close failed a brain scan.
Hearn asked Collins to step
in. By his own admission,

X&/‘

agreen Jaguar
on Baggot Street Bridge,
‘waiting for a friend to bring
along the Irish wolfhound to
complete the ensemble.

As it turned out, the hotel
had a no-dog: policy and

why he'd
come in fancy dress. He was
proud of his Irish roots, he
said, unlike Eubank, who
denied hi heritage by
dressing like an English coun-

squire.
Playing the race card was
one of the many stupid mis-
calculations he made that
year when he found himself
suddenly in the glare of pub-
lic attention. “Because Idon't
walk around in my bare with
cape wrapped around me, 'm
ashamed to be African?”
Eubank said, then stormed
out ing only to tell Lord
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he had tossit outside. It was a
pity for him. He missed an
afternoon of what started out
as good-natured pantomime

Col
had to do
was to be
himself but
.. he told
Gay Byrne
more than
once he was
the best boxer
in the world

Mayor John Gormley what
todo with his offer of a tour of
the city and to promise the
media a fight to the death.

“It made me hate him
intensely,” Eubank wrote in
his autobiography, “which is
the gravest mistake to make
as a boxer.”

It had a far more unsettling
effect on him, he said, than
Collins's claim he would be
hypnotised for the fight. The

I‘ony Quinn effect 'Was gross-
d and Collins

face In the elghth round,

took a step away from him
when people started forget-
ting who it was who actually
beat Eubank. Quinn did little
more for Collins than any
decent sports psychologist
would have done on him,
teaching him visualisation
techniques, one of which
made him think of Donald
Duck every time he heard
Eubank’s voice.

But the idea Collins would
be conditioned not to feel pain
was too much for Eubank,
who three years earlier had
left Michael Watson in a veg-
etative state. The night before
the fight, he told Hearn was
pulling out and had to be
talked out of going home.

All sorts of sinister things
happened in the background
that never came out until
Collins and Hearn parted
waysin the Dublin High Court
two yeas later. The night
before the fight someone
broke into the referee’s hotel
room and cut his clothes to
shreds. The implication was
someone was trying to influ-
ence the result, but whose
way was never clear.

Eubank entered the ring
on a Harley and left it just
over an hour later to chants
of, “On your bike, on your
bike, on your bike.”

Collins listened to the
theme tune from Rocky on
his Walkman while Eubank
performed his ring entrance
before what was a vintage
fight.

Collins fought in a gear that
Eubank had forgotten existed
during three years of soft
fights. For every punch he
landed he found two in his

him with a body
shotA

But as Eubank demon-
strated against Watson, he
was at his most dangerous
when he was hurt. In the 10th,
he sent Collins sprawling
backwards across the ring
and onto the seat of his pants
with the best punch of the
fight. But he failed to follow
up. “I didn’t want what
became of Watson to happen
again,” he wrote in his book,

“so I froze ... That mistake
cost me my cherished title.”

Whether Eubank could or
couldn’t have finished Collins
off is a debate that will rage
forever: In his defence, Collins
had an ironclad jaw and was
smiling at his corner at the
point where he hit the ground,
suggesting the punch sur-
prised him more than it hurt
him.

It doesn’t matter now.
Collins won the battle. But
Eubank can look back at 10
years remove and say that he
won the war.

A few nights before their
spiky press conference in
Dublin, Collins sat down in
the kitchen of his home in
Castleknock and wrote a lit-
tle speech. “Chris Eubanks,”
he wrote, deliberately mis-
spelling his name to annoy
the champion, “has never lost
a professional boxing bout.
He s both loved and despised
by millions of people. But in
order to achieve greatness,
he has to experience defeat,
he has to be able to handle it
And return again.”

In 41 words, Eubank’s
future scarily foretold. But
not his own.
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Ignoring th stark realities of Athens

The Olympic review spent too much time dealing w1th the views of blazers whilst ignoring the problems drugs create for athletes
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part. Had Wharton been
hired by the Olympic move-
ment a century ago, then it's
a fair bet that Baron de Cou-

frustrate the hell out of min-
isters who didn’t share his
obsession with fine print
detail. There's a story - apoc-
ryphal surely - that he once
brought a cabinet meeting to
a stunned silence with the

words, “That’s all very well in
practice but how does it work
in theory?”

The phrase could have
been the subtitle to the
Athens Revxtw, which was
publmhed week. There
are few joyous things in life
that survive the chill hand of

The O)ymplcs. according
to the thrust of the report,
are no longer about taking

would

have mentioned such things

as “stakeholders”, “sport-

specificity”, “strike-rates”

and other marketing buzz

phrases that make your eyes
over.

The Irish Sports Council
say that Olympics athletes
will in future have to justify
their grants in much the same
way that the out of work have
to, justlfy their social welfare
cheques. The Olympic Coun-
cil of Ireland, meanwhile, is
promising that the team for
Beijing will be even smaller
than the one for Athens, as if
Irish people qualifying for the
Olympics is a problem that
has to be stamped out.

‘We have truly lost the run
of ourselves.

What, you might ask, do
the athletes think of all thys?

What indeed. The team that
investigated Ireland’s per-
formance at last summer’s
Olympics did so without talk-
ing to very many athletes at
all.

Forty-nine people compet-
ed for Ireland in Athens.
Wharton Consulting spoke
directly to 10 of them. They
weren't even a representa-
tive sample either: only one
track and field athlete, for
instance, but two mountain
bikers.

So why didn’t the Irish
Sports Council get the full
and frank opinions of more
athletes for €40,000 of your
money? According to the
report, they sent question-
naires to every member of
the team. Less than half

Towey, Jamie Costin and
Sonia O'Sullivan.

So what were they doing if
they weren't talking to ath-
letes? They were talking to
officials. Eight people from
the sports council. Eleven
from the Olympic council.
Four from the Irish Amateur
Boxing Association, who had
only one boxer in Athens.
Three from Swim Ireland,
who had two swimmers
there, neither of whom was
spoken to.

Ifa ition year student

phoned up and asked for their
views on the phone or in per-
son? We're not talking
Michael Jordan and Tiger
Woods here. This desk has
mobile numbers for just

produced a report based on
such a small and unrepre-
sentative sample, you'd send
it back. But what

grant criteria are the way for-
ward. Had they sat down with
more alhleles they might
have di the more

We don't know. The Athens
Review maintains the pre-
tence tha& everyone at the
alevel

inconvenient truth that the

single biggest factor deter-

mining who wins medals at

the Olympics and who does-
n'tis drugs.

We, of all Olympic medal-
‘'winning nations, should know
this. A year ago, Cathal Lom-
bard proved that it's possi-
ble to go from being a good
club runner to the fastest
white man over 10,000m in
the world if you can get your
hands on the right gear.

What do athletes like Lom-

within the covers of the

Athens Review is now official

policy.

When you talk to tech-
i d of

Less than half isactu- about all of them. Yet Whar-
ally quite good i ton d to
the questionnaire was 24 preduce their reponw\thout

ng and ined170 having with
questions. bright and opinionated peo-

Why weren’t the rest

ple like Sam Lynch, Gearoid

athletes you get a slightly
skewed view of sport. The
report concludes that cen-
tres of excellence and stricter

| e o o

bard feel about th

placed on them to attain A
qualifying standards that
have been distorted by ath-
letes taking drugs? Do they
believe it's fair that their
grantsare based on how they
perform relative to other ath-
letes who are clearly cheat-
ing? &

plnymg surface.

It describes the Irish team
for Athens as the best pre-
pared ever, a claim that’s
impossible to prove. We do
know that one athlete pre-
pared by ordering EPO over
the internet from Peru and
another rode into the Games
on a horse that had two
human anti-psychotic drugs
iniits system. Some prepara-
tion.
‘While ignoring the doping
issue, it mentions that Ire-
land finished 54th overall in
the medal table, based on
Cian O'Connor’s now taint-
ed gold. The top three in the
medal table were the United
States, China and Russia, the
countries that lead the world
in the science of doping ath-

letes.
‘We should be asking do we

want to carry on playing with
these people, not how we can
get closer to them. That’s
why over the next 10 years
we'll produce two Michelle
Smiths for every Sonia O’Sul-
livan.
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