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														Colbert knows what rates. He had Claressa Shields on Sept. 25. But to be real, there probably should have been more of a hubbub surrounding Shields' gold medal, and her skills. She deserves better, and more.

It’s Saturday night, and not just any. Tonight is fight night at the McCarson household. My wife and I have the popcorn and drinks ready, and we’re sitting on the couch. We’re watching Andre Ward fight Chad Dawson on HBO. It’s one of the biggest fights of the year, and it’s on regular HBO, not PPV.

All is right in the boxing world.

During the telecast, HBO analyst Max Kellerman says something I agree with. He says Andre Ward is the last American boxer to win a gold medal.

But Max and I are wrong.

My wife turns to me with a look of almost-horror on her face. I wonder if I’ve spilled something on the couch or said something stupid, but no, it’s what Max said.

“What about Claressa?” she says. And she’s right. What about Claressa?

I see from Twitter that Claressa is thinking the same exact thing. I don’t know Kellerman personally, but having been around him a few times at fights, I know enough to think he didn’t mean it that way. Kellerman is the type of guy who talks and takes pictures with fans for as long as they want him to be there. He smiles and seems genuinely interested in what people have to say to him when they talk, and he doesn’t hurry off when he’s approached by someone. He makes eye contact, smiles and chats it up with them like it matters, because he knows it does.

He’s just made a mistake.

The two connect and Max apologizes to her. He says it’s his mistake, congratulates her and tells her she’s made everyone proud. The only problem is that he says this to her via Twitter where only a few people can see, and what he said on HBO that night was to millions of fight fans who might not have been sitting next to someone like my wife to let them know he’s wrong – we’re wrong.

Max and I are wrong because we operate under that same stodgy old paradigm that’s been in place for years: it’s had its moments, but for the most part, women’s boxing is just a sideshow.

Life Goes On

Honestly, I never really think about the series of events again until I’m talking to Claressa this week. I set up an interview with her publicist and make the call. She answers herself, probably tired after a long day from being at school. She’s a senior at Flint Northwestern High School in Michigan, just a kid really. Over the summer, she carried on her shoulders the hopes and dreams of women everywhere, but now she’s back to carrying normal things like school books.

For some reason, I’m nervous talking to her.

I ask Claressa what it’s like being an Olympic champion. I’ve talked to all sorts of fighters and sports figures before, but never a reigning gold medalist and most certainly not one as important as her.

“When you first win the gold medal, it’s so special,” she tells me. “It was my dream for so many years, and now I’ve accomplished my dream.”

It’s always nice to hear stories like this, so I’m genuinely excited to listen to it firsthand. But then she continues.

“Then, for like a week or so, I was like ‘what’s next’?” she says. “You know, after having the same dream so many times and then one day you lay down and you have the same dream but you wake up and you’ve got the gold medal wrapped around you, you get to thinking…why I am still having that dream? I already made it a reality, you know?”

It is at this point I start to think about Kellerman and that look on my wife’s face. Claressa keeps talking.

“I’ll definitely continue boxing,” she says. “The Olympics were just the first step. I still feel like I need to get my recognition. You know? I felt like I would get more recognition because I’m seventeen and I won the gold medal, but I didn’t.”

The knife begins to go in, but I don’t really feel it yet.

“It just seems like a women’s gold medal isn’t as valuable as a man’s gold medal. I don’t know…”

It is at this point that it hits me. We’ve failed her. I’ve failed her. Max has failed her. We. Have. All. Failed. Her. 

Claressa comes from some rough stuff. She’s endured it, and she’s come out a better person for it. She’s only seventeen, but she’s wise in the way people who have to crawl from the bottom to the top are, and besides, nobody with the nickname “T-Rex” let’s little things like recognition get them down. If she did, she would’ve never started boxing in the first place.

Claressa’s father, Clarence Shields, was an amateur fighter nicknamed “Cannonball” because of his fast, hard punches. When Claressa first asked her dad if she could learn to box, he told her boxing was a man’s sport. Max and I would have probably told her the same thing; I know I probably would have. But Claressa kept at it anyway until, at eleven years old, her father finally gave in to her, thinking she’d surely get beat up and quit.

She didn’t.

“I’m not really the type of person to think ‘oh I wish I had this, oh I wish I had that’”, she says. “I just accept what I have and just make the best out of it.”

Claressa is a fighter.

A Real Boxer

Claressa is old school tough. She watches fight films of the greats and she emulates them. She considers herself a mash-up of Joe Louis and Ray Robinson. She tells me during one of her first matches in London, she heard someone compare her to Sylvester Stallone’s fictional movie character, Rocky Balboa.

This offends her.

“Someone called me Rocky Balboa!” she says. “In my first fight at the Olympics, I was throwing a lot of punches…I was like…that’s an insult! He’s not even a real boxer. I was like NO, I do not box like him!”

Claressa tells me that in her first fight, her opponent’s strategy forced her to throw wider punches than normal. She says she knew she could land her hook, but in the first couple rounds she was missing by a few inches here and there, so she just kept throwing it. In the rest of her fights, she says she got back to what she does best.

“I was throwing wide punches [in that fight] but the next day, I was throwing sharp punches which is how I usually box,” she says. “I make them miss, and then I make them pay! That’s when you can see how much skill I have.”

Claressa says she looks up to the old school fighters and this doesn’t surprise me. She says she watches tapes of her idols, Joe Louis and Ray Robinson, the most, and that she has The Brown Bomber’s powerful left hook and a sweet, straight right like Sugar’s.

I tell her I’ve heard her compared to Marvin Hagler, and she laughs almost giddily and says what anyone would say to something like that.

“He was pretty good, too!”

A Brave New World

There has never been a Claressa Shields before. She’s new territory in boxing. Sure, we’ve had women boxers before, but we’ve never had a seventeen-year-old gold medalist who grows up immersed in the sport’s amateur ranks like she’s been. We’ve not had a girl who watches black and white film of the best fighters ever and then puts what she sees to use.

Claressa didn’t have someone like her to look up to, either. No one did. I ask her if she truly understands who and what she is, and what she’ll forever be to every girl who ever grows up in the United States wanting to be a boxer.

“It’s very special to be looked at as an inspiration,” she says, but she says it in a way that doesn’t give me the impression we’ve helped her understand how important she really is. This is where Max and I (and you) come back in.

You see, boxing is for everyone, and it’s at its very best when it combines the truth of tough, gritty and skilled competition with the mythologizing poetry of storytelling. It’s not that we make them to be more than they really are, rather we describe them in the most honest way we can. Gods of War, as Springs Toledo calls them, the best of the very best.

Claressa deserves to be part of that.

Her narrative is one of newness and hope. It’s something rare and unbelievable. It’s different. It’s special.She’s a pioneer of a sport that’s been around for centuries. She’s Amelia Earhart. She’s Jackie Robinson. She’s Billy Jean King. She’s Jack Johnson.

What about Claressa? Let’s give her the credit she’s due. She deserves it. It’s says something about us, the boxing community, that she hasn’t gotten it, and it’s something I don’t like. Let’s be better than that. Let’s rally around Claressa and all the other women who want to be treated as real fighters. Let’s make Claressa the show, not the sideshow. Let’s demand Golden Boy Promotions, Top Rank and Main Events start beating down her door to sign her the way they would’ve a man. Let’s demand Everlast and Grant to fight each other for her endorsement. I want her on the cover of Ring Magazine. I want Monday columns from BWAA members about her. Dan Rafael should be buddying up to her on Twitter, and Jim Lampley should be prepping for his extensive interview with her on HBO’s next installment of “The Fight Game.”

Boxing should take care of its own.

For now, Claressa has no idea what she’ll do next. She says she’s already back in the gym training, and that she’s already got a fight lined up next week in a PAL tournament. She’s a fighter, she says. It’s what she does.

“So I’ve been thinking about the next Olympics,” she tells me. “If I get two gold medals, there’s no way they cannot give [the recognition] to me then, right?”

I am not sure I know the answer to her question, and my heart breaks because of it. So should yours.
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														Avila Perspective, Chap. 276: Notes on AJ vs Ngannou and Mike Tyson vs Jake Paul

Fighting is fighting.

Whether it’s influencers, celebrities, former champions or retired athletes, when it comes to trading blows people like watching human beings knock out other human beings.

It is human nature.

Former heavyweight champion Anthony Joshua (27-3, 24 KOs) meets MMA champion Francis Ngannou (0-1) on Friday, March 8, at Kingdom Arena in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The Matchroom Boxing and Queensbury Boxing card will be streamed on PPV.Com.

You are not mistaken in wondering why Joshua is fighting someone with no wins in pro boxing.

Let me explain: last October Ngannou knocked down heavyweight champion Tyson Fury and barely lost by decision. It was a shocking result to see an MMA fighter with no pro boxing experience nearly topple the current heavyweight king.

“I think I haven’t shocked the world yet,” Ngannou said.

It’s a new age for prizefighting.

When it comes to fighting, I’ve always maintained that the best fighter in the world is not necessarily a professional. He could be a normal looking person who has never put on gloves but with natural fighting abilities that just cannot be taught.

Ngannou just might be that guy.

When the former UFC champion dropped Fury in the third round it was pretty unbelievable. The boxing world champion has one of the better chins in the business. Of course, Fury was able to use his boxing skills to wrangle a win by split decision after 10 rounds.

Throughout boxing history boxers like Joe Louis, Muhammad Ali and Oscar De La Hoya have ventured into crossover or celebrity fights for money. It piques the interest of fans. It’s like watching a car crash.

Joshua has already been through this kind of affair. Remember when he accepted the much smaller and seemingly unfit Andy Ruiz?

“It’s our duty to do what we’ve got to do. We work for these people out here, do you know what I mean?” said Joshua at the press conference. “These are the fights that they want to see. We’re here to entertain them, so I feel the pressure.”

The physically imposing former heavyweight champion lost three times to foes that seemed too small to cause problems. Now he faces someone his size with knockout power and with muscles that probably pop the buttons on his shirts if he flexes.

Ngannou has power to spare. Joshua’s chin has limits.

“I want to thank AJ for also being part of this. It always takes two to tango, so thank you for being here and for making this happen,” Ngannou told Joshua.

Also on the same card, China’s Zhilei “Big Bang” Zhang (26-1-1, 21 KOs) meets New Zealand’s Joseph Parker (34-3, 23 KOs) in another intriguing heavyweight clash.

The last time Parker fought he upset former world champion Deontay Wilder. In each of Zhang’s last two matches he knocked out Britain’s Joe Joyce.

Anything can happen when it comes to heavyweights.

Tyson and Jake Paul

It was announced that influencer fighter Jake Paul will fight former boxing great Mike Tyson on July 20 at ATT Stadium in Arlington, Texas. Netflix will stream the Most Valuable Promotions card.

It is not a pay-per-view event, according to MVP. It is free to Netflix subscribers.

We just saw Paul score another first round knockout against a professional boxer this past weekend. Now he’s enticed the mighty Tyson to return to the prize ring at age 57.

Tyson is the most recognizable name in boxing today. Though he last fought professionally in 2005, he did fight an exhibition with Roy Jones Jr. in November 2020 that drew more than 1.6 million pay-per-views.

“He’s grown significantly as a boxer over the years, so it will be a lot of fun to see what the will and ambition of a “kid” can do with the experience and aptitude of a GOAT,” stated Tyson. “It’s a full circle moment that will be beyond thrilling to watch; as I started him on his boxing journey on the undercard of my fight with Roy Jones and now I plan to finish him.”

Paul has already proven to be a big draw in boxing. When you combine Paul and Tyson’s marketing appeal it is easy to understand that drawing 2 million or more pay-per-views is very reachable.

“It’s crazy to think that in my second pro fight, I went viral for knocking out Nate Robinson on Mike Tyson’s undercard. Now, less than four years later, I’m stepping up to face Tyson myself to see if I have what it takes to beat one of boxing’s most notorious fighters and biggest icons,” said Jake Paul.

Jim Lampley

Legendary boxing commentator Jim Lampley will be doing the broadcast for the Anthony Joshua and Francis Ngannou heavyweight contest on Friday March 8, on PPV.COM. The Matchroom and Queensbury Promotions card begins at 10 a.m. Pacific Time.

“As time goes by and there are more and more boxing matches governed by boxing rules between boxers (Joshua) and MMA combatants (Ngannou), it’s clear the technical gap is closing,” said Lampley who leads the commentary on PPV.COM.

Lampley will be joined by Kevin Iole on the broadcast and will be texting live with fans during the fight card. It’s a great opportunity to interact with the two legendary boxing journalists.

Fights to Watch

Fri. PPV.Com 10 a.m. Anthony Joshua (27-3) vs Francis Ngannou (0-1); Zhilei Zhang (26-1-1) vs Joseph Parker (34-3); Rey Vargas (36-1) vs Nick Ball (19-0).

Photo credit: Mark Robinson / Matchroom

To comment on this story in the Fight Forum CLICK HERE
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														Don Stradley’s path to becoming a writer wasn’t typical, but it didn’t stop him from penning several well-received books, mostly on boxing, and authoring lively and deeply-researched magazine pieces.

“My education and background can be described as patchy,” says Stradley. “I didn’t have the traditional college background. I was a bit of a black sheep. I was writing for small Boston-area newspapers when I was 18 or 19, mostly human interest stories and stuff for the arts section. I didn’t get serious about journalism until many years later.”

It can be argued Stradley’s book, “The War: Hagler-Hearns And Three Rounds For The Ages,” which was turned out by Hamilcar Publishers and is a look at the Marvin Hagler-Thomas Hearns tussle at Caesars Palace is his best offering to date.

The book was praised by the Times of London and The Progressive magazine selected it as one of the 10 best reads of 2021.



Though the April 15, 1985 bout took slightly longer than eight minutes, it became an instant classic, but writing about that clash wasn’t Stradley’s idea.

“My publisher mentioned it to me as a possible subject,” he said. “I hesitated, because it was such a well-known fight. I wasn’t sure if I could add anything to it. But after thinking it over, I decided to go for it.”

After accepting the idea of writing the book, Stradley wanted to come to the subject with fresh eyes.

“I wanted to do the book my way. I think I’m different from most boxing writers, and my approach would be different,” he offered. “I didn’t want to portray them as superhero figures. To me, they were just two young guys fighting for a piece of the spotlight. Writing the story turned out to be a great experience, and I’m very proud of the book.”

Covering the sweet science wasn’t a goal for Stradley, who has won four first-place awards [two for feature, one each for column and live event] from the Boxing Writers Association of America. It more or less came out of the blue.

“It was a total fluke. I watched a lot of boxing when I was a kid, and I knew a little bit about it,” he said. “During the early days of the Internet, I wrote some boxing stories for websites. Some people from The Ring read my stories, and I started corresponding with them.”

Like so many situations, they start small but then things begin to snowball.

“One thing led to another, and I started writing for The Ring, which has been great. But I’ve always felt it was a bit of a fluke. Had I been writing about baseball or rare coins, and someone else contacted me, maybe I’d be writing about baseball and rare coins now,” said Stradley, who started writing for the magazine in 2003. “If The Ring hadn’t contacted me, would I have simply wandered off in another direction? I don’t know. I’ve always thought I should be writing for Smithsonian, American History or National Geographic, because I am more of a history buff.”

There were several nuggets mined by Stradley, who has written five books for Boston-based Hamilcar Publications, after researching the fight.

“I liked learning that Hagler altered his entire style for that fight. He didn’t ordinarily fight that way. He was usually a stand-up, straight forward fighter, a boxer,” he said. “For this fight he was crouching down, like Joe Frazier, and really crowding Hearns. That was not his usual method.”

“Few fighters will so drastically change their style. They usually stick to what they do best. But Hagler took a gamble and literally transformed into a different type of fighter. Now, of course, everyone thinks of Hagler as that brawler who knocked out Hearns, but in his other 60 or so fights, he was more of a stand-up fighter, always very measured and in control,” he said. “The other thing that really stuck out for me was how the major players in boxing didn’t think Hagler-Hearns would sell. That’s why I call it Bob Arum’s masterpiece, because he shoved it down our throats. By the time it happened, all of America was curious about it.”

During Stradley’s slightly more than two decades covering the manly sport, he’s noticed a difference between active and retired boxers.

“To be frank, I don’t really enjoy talking to boxers. I’ve had a few good interviews. Antonio Tarver, Micky Ward, Ricky Hatton, and Juan Diaz come to mind, and I’m sure there are others but fighters tend to be self-absorbed,” he noted. “They’re usually living in a bubble, where people are always catering to them. And they usually say the same things, over and over. It’s as if they’re programmed to say certain things.”

Stradley said there are too many people running interference for boxers which makes it even more challenging.

“It’s also difficult because the interviews are always being rushed. There’s always a public relations guy trying to push you along and get it over with. That was my experience, anyway,” he said. “However, once a fighter is retired and away from the business, he’ll be more forthcoming. By then, he doesn’t have to protect his image, or put up a front. A retired fighter is more honest.”

Stradley said there are others in the fight game more interesting to speak with.

“Actually, my best conversations have been with trainers. They tend to be more down-to-earth,” he said. “I remember having great chats with Angelo Dundee, Goody Petronelli, Emanuel Steward, Joe Goossen. I could spend hours with those guys.”

Stradley has also written about Carlos Monzon and Edwin Valero in books titled “A Fistful Of Murder: The Fights And Crimes Of Carlos Monzon,” and “Berserk: The Shocking Life And Death of Edwin Valero.”

Those two ringmasters were enormously talented and skilled, but with over-sized problems outside the ring.

“Monzon and Valero are extreme examples. Most boxers don’t murder women. There are a lot of boxers with troubled personal lives. A big part of it is how they are brought up. What was the environment like? Some people can’t escape their past,” he said. “They have violent childhoods. Sometimes you hear that these guys are sent to a boxing gym so they can stay out of trouble. But maybe these guys would be better off getting some therapy. Maybe they don’t need more violence, they need something else. It’s a complicated issue, and I can’t give a detailed answer here. In the end, I’m not sure if boxing is any worse than any other profession.”

How does Stradley determine which book topic to pursue?

“The main thing is whether or not I want to spend a year or so of my life with the subject,” he said. “Whether it is a boxing book or crime book, I have to be intrigued. And I am pickier now than when I started.”

Stradley has several projects in the works and is excited to see how they play out.

“I can’t give too many details, but I have two projects out there. One is a true crime book that is in the hands of an agent,” he said. “She is supposedly shopping it around to publishers. The other is a boxing book. A publisher contacted me with a proposal. It’ll be a big coffee table book. This group puts out beautiful books, so I’m very excited about it. It is scheduled for 2025.”

Fans of Stradley’s work could be in for another sweet treat if either or both are published. Keep your fingers crossed.

To comment on this story in the Fight Forum CLICK HERE
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														Joshua vs Ngannou is the Main Dish, but Don’t Sleep on this Delicious Undercard

In press releases, the word “undercard” is invariably prefaced with the word “stacked.” That’s usually bunk – condescending hyperbole – but the undercard on Friday’s show at Kingdom Arena in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia is an exception to the norm; it’s genuinely stacked.

The main go between Anthony Joshua and Francis Ngannou is the icing on the cake, but one or more of the lead-ins may steal the show. Three match-ups, in particular, are very attractive:

Rey Vargas (36-1, 22 KOs) vs. Nick Ball (19-0, 11 KOs)

At stake is the WBC world featherweight title. It rests in the hands of the Mexican who failed to add a third belt to his dossier when he fell short in a bid for the vacant WBC 130-pound title, suffering his first career loss at the hands of O’Shaquie Foster. Vargas doesn’t have a fan-friendly style –all eight of his title fights went the full distance – but he’s a fine technician who was reportedly 128-6 as an amateur and this is an interesting style match-up.

At five-foot-two, Liverpool’s Nick “Wrecking” Ball will be giving up almost six inches in height. The rangy Vargas will be looking to smother his punches, but Ball’s non-stop aggression may ultimately wear him down. The oddsmakers seem to think so as Ball will go to post the favorite. He turned 27 last month whereas Vargas, at age 33, may be slowing down.

Justis Huni (8-0, 4 KOs) vs. Kevin Lerena (30-2, 14 KOs)

This 10-round heavyweight match is a true crossroads fight for Brisbane’s Huni who won the Australian heavyweight title in his first pro fight and was considered Australia’s best bet to win a gold medal at the Tokyo Olympics before being shelved with a damaged right hand. Standing six-foot-four, Huni will have a three-inch height and perhaps 20-pound weight advantage over Lerena, but the 31-year-old South African southpaw is accustomed to fighting bigger men.

Lerena doesn’t have a signature win, but he certainly has a signature round. In December of 2022 he went to London and smashed Daniel Dubois to the canvas three times in the opening stanza. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to press his advantage and Dubois stopped him two rounds later. He’s won two fights since then, scoring 10-round decisions over European opponents.

Huni, who is of Dutch, Swedish, Samoan, and Tongan heritage, opened a 7/2 favorite. Lerena spurned a fight with WBC bridgerweight champion Lukasz Rozanski to take this fight and has the scent of a live underdog.

Zhilei Zhang (26-1-1, 21 KOs) vs. Joseph Parker (34-3, 23 KOs)

Twelve years ago, Zhang out-pointed Parker at an amateur tournament in Azerbaijan. Zhang was between Olympics after capturing silver at the 2008 Games in Beijing. In 2021, the big Chinaman suffered a metabolism issue midway through a match with Jerry Forrest that he was winning handily and barely made it to the final bell where he salvaged a draw. He’s 4-1 since that episode. The loss came in a very competitive fight with Filip Hrgovic and he followed that up with back-to-back stoppages of previously undefeated Joe Joyce, a boxer thought to have been indestructible.

Back in December of 2016, Parker won the WBO world heavyweight title on his home turf in Auckland, New Zealand, with a narrow decision over Andy Ruiz. The title had been stripped from Tyson Fury because of inactivity and mental health issues. He lost it to Anthony Joshua and would be defeated twice more, by Dillian Whyte and by the aforementioned Joe Joyce who wore him down and stopped him in the 11th.

Parker will be making his third straight start in Riyadh where he turned in a career-best performance in his last outing, a lopsided 12-round decision over Deontay Wilder (the Kiwi won every round on one of the scorecards). He trained for that fight at Tyson Fury’s home gym in Morecambe and had Fury’s bosom body Andy Lee serving as the chief voice in his corner.

Parker will be the underdog here, notwithstanding the fact that at age 32 he’s the younger man by eight years. He figures to out-box Zhang if he can keep his composure and we like his chances.

—

Another fight of note pits Ismail Madrimov (9-0-1, 6 KOs) against Magomed Kurbanov (25-0, 13 KOs). They will compete for a WBA world title at 154 pounds. The belt was formerly held by Jermell Charlo who the WBA reclassified as its “champion in recess.”

This match was on and off and now it’s back on again. There’s confusion over why the fight was in limbo. Some say that there was an “anomaly” with Madrimov’s A-sample that wasn’t confirmed by the B-sample. Others say it was an administrative matter. Regardless, as the late Mills Lane would have said, “let’s get it on.”

Madrimov, from Uzbekistan, is a stablemate and former amateur teammate Otabek Kholmatov who came up a hair short this past weekend in a doozy of a fight with Raymond Ford at Turning Stone. He’s answered the bell for only 69 rounds as a pro but had a deep amateur background that included two wins over Cuban stalwart Arlen Lopez in 5-round fights. The draw on his ledger is of the “technical” variety, accruing from an accidental clash of heads in a bout that lasted only three rounds. Coming out of the amateur ranks, he was so advanced that his first pro fight was a 10-rounder. Magomed Kurbanov is something of a mystery fighter as virtually all of his 25 pro fights were staged in his hometown of Ekaterinburg, Russia, and, with a few exceptions, were not televised in other parts of the world.

—

Dubbed “Knockout Chaos,” Friday’s card carries a suggested list price of $39.99 for DAZN subscribers. Per DAZN, the undercard will begin at 11 am ET/8 am PT with the main event ring walks expected to go at 5:50 pm ET/2:50 pm PT.

To comment on this story in the Fight Forum CLICK HERE
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