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Sport McGregor v Mayweather

Ewan MacKenna on Conor McGregor:
A would-be 'working-class hero' who
became a parody of himself
Four years ago, Conor McGregor spoke to Ewan MacKenna in a
McDonald's about his drive and dreams. The bank balance has
since gone through the roof, but so too has the crassness and
ego
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Conor McGregor will make his professional boxing debut when he fights Floyd Mayweather in Las
Vegas

Ewan MacKenna
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The last few efforts on Conor McGregor's Twitter are enough to give a tell-tale insight
into his modern-day mindset. "Driving home in this heat and in this nick and in this
motor and in this bread and in this f*****g life I am so blessed," he writes beside a
picture of himself topless while driving a convertible. "Long rangy dangerous
motherf****r," he writes still without a shirt but now on the bonnet of the car. "Full of
Irish horse power I am going to run you over," he writes having made it back inside.
The shallower the brook, the more it babbles.
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LAS VEGAS, NV - AUGUST 25: UFC lightweight champion Conor McGregor poses on the scale during
his official weigh-in at T-Mobile Arena on August 25, 2017 in Las Vegas, Nevada. Mayweather will
meet boxer Floyd Mayweather Jr. in a super welterweight boxing match at T-Mobile Arena on August
26. (Photo by Christian Petersen/Getty Images)
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It didn't have to be like this though. In fact, there was a time not so long ago when it
wasn't like this. "McDonald's on the Long Mile Road," said an accommodating
McGregor when asked where best to meet for an interview in early 2013. The avenue
itself on the outskirts of Dublin was close to the gym where he trained, a bunker in the
corner of an industrial estate that reminds us that the fight game is always about
substance rather than style. As for the restaurant, that summed him up in a wonderful
way.
Having seen himself as a nobody with nothing, he liked to go there to treat himself to a
coffee on a break from working out his body and also the demons in his head. Though
he had a month earlier won €60,000 for his first UFC victory that garnered him knockout
of the night, he was remaining true to himself. One win down with a sizeable
impression made, and still that likeable rogue with a glint in his eye and a glow from his
skin as he headed into a very different unknown, this time with excitement rather than
fear.

Also in Sport


The Throw-In: Kerry's lifeline,
Kevin McStay in hot water and
potential rule changes
On this week's episode of The
Throw-In, Michael Verney...

Conor McGregor. Photo: Sportsfile

Then he talked. And talked. And it was fascinating and fresh. Freestyle wrestling. Thai
boxing. Even his first flirtation with capoeira - the Brazilian fight dance, he explained,
that originated with African slaves who didn't want their masters to know they were
training so they disguised it as rhythmic movement.
It was hard not to be drawn into how he broke down a game that many see as barbaric,

making it sound like chess as he studied anything and everything to improve himself
and his chances.
He smiled at his past, probably because it was just that. Laughed at his present.
Glistened at his future. "People in Ireland, all over the world, have that negative
mindset. They focus on what if something bad happens. That's not the way to live.
Think what happens when it goes right. Why worry, it'll only bring more worry? When
you focus on the positive, negative shrinks away. What you think about, it'll happen." It
continued on in that infectious way.
Ultimately, that day he promised himself that no matter what came bolting around the
corner, it would never change him and, not fancying the walk back up the Long Mile
Road, he grabbed his beat-up phone and asked his girlfriend for a lift home in her
banged-up Peugeot and all you wanted to do was root for him as this was what sport
was supposed to be about.
Now though? There's a line from 'House of Cards' that comes to mind every time you
see the desperation to portray himself as something he said he never would be. "Money
is the McMansion in Sarasota that starts falling apart after 10 years," noted Frank
Underwood coldly. "Power is the old stone building that stands for centuries. I cannot
respect someone who doesn't see the difference."
They hurt you at home and they hit you at school,
They hate you if you're clever and they despise a fool,
Till you're so f**king crazy you can't follow their rules,
A working-class hero is something to be.
*****
You'd never have guessed it with hindsight, but what does that impostor know anyway.
The morning came when Conor McGregor emptied the books from his schoolbag, took
the ends off a barbell, and left the metal shaft visible out the top so those he hated
would know he was serious. In Crumlin, an occasionally tough but ultimately decent
part of Dublin, he'd taken a beating over a girl, was jumped by 10 guys and, as he put it
when we met, "I could give you another 50 stories of walking down the street and
someone trying to start a fight. I don't know what it was, I was a quiet child. I know it
sounds stupid, we were kids, but at the time you were petrified and it played a part in
the path I chose".
That path seemed a cul-de-sac more often than not, even after he got away from the
classroom. He hated the 15-hour days as a plumber's apprentice too but was gutsy
enough to realise he'd be happier without the money as that wasn't what life was truly
about. His father wasn't having it though, particularly his fascination with fighting, so he
tried to use his old man's own passions against him.
Loving war documentaries, Conor said that he got a little of that from him, only his love
was unarmed combat rather than the armed variety. It didn't work. Still, he was
relentless. He boxed badly so MMA offered up an alternative route with a very different
skill-set.
Sometimes you can't escape that shadow that looms because of where you're from, but
if that doesn't break you it might make you. His first fight was in a dingy hall and he
showed up a mere 20 minutes before which wasn't time enough for a medical so his
bout was shifted.
"I was barefoot, tiny gloves that barely covered the knuckles, bare shin, no head guard.
I was in a pair of surf-dude shorts that a friend had left in my suitcase after a holiday,"
he recalled. Soon after came another show and it's the reason his trainer John
Kavanagh has him saved in his phone merely as Trouble.
Selling tickets for the fight night, people were handing him €30 in cash and after six
weeks of pushing them he'd sold a bunch but was €600 short. "I didn't have anything to
pay John with. I don't know where this is going, it's going weird now. Look, I spent all

the money, lost that fight, legged it, didn't answer my phone to him because he was
looking for the money. I just disappeared.
"These kind of things happened a couple of times. But through all of that John kept
taking me back in. I don't like even thinking or talking about all that because them days
are over."
On he went though showing that learning is living and living is learning. The snippets
got better. BoyleSports bookmakers turned him down for a job in a shop but after his
breakthrough in that first UFC win in Stockholm, they called him asking if they could
sponsor. Earning €188 a week from social welfare, he now owns a boat named after the
wretched number. There ought to be so much to this story to like. But stop. Working
your way to a place of potential positive influence is admirable but that's only half of the
journey. What do you do when you're there? How do you use that influence?
It's why suggesting he's a working-class hero is an insult to the working class, as if their
only goal in life ought to be to make money and flaunt it in the most obnoxious way
possible. Ironically, McGregor's attitude fits in more with the style of the recentlydeceased Celtic Tiger, a time and thinking where the end profit justified the moral
means as your bank balance was the only measure of a man. For a guy that promised
not to change, it turns out he lied.
The warning lights came on pretty quickly and it wasn't just McGregor that was to
blame. On 'The Late Late Show', he made his first appearance around the same time
we met up but that was very different. Rather than go below the surface and look into
the soul of a guy that had much to say, host Ryan Tubridy went cheap, looking for
outrageous soundbites that got easy laughs. Everyone else soon followed and
McGregor ran with it.
All the while his pseudo-nationalism has been selling Ireland in leprechaun-esque
fashion with lines like, "They don't understand these crazy Irish men looking to take
their head clean off. This is what we do; we've been doing it for generations. We love to
fight," and, "If one of us goes to war, we all go to war".
But there's a problem with trying to be constantly controversial - when everything is,
inversely nothing is, as it becomes normality. There are those who say McGregor is
entertaining but by now he's predictable, boring and, at regular intervals, much worse.
Just have a listen to some of the things that he has proudly said since making it less
than five years ago.
"Kiss them feet Nazi," he told UFC opponent Dennis Siver, a German of Russian
descent and, when pulled up on it, he showed his remorse by saying, "Ich bin ein
sowwy. Now about them feet..." "I would invade his favela on horseback and would kill
anyone who wasn't fit to work, but we're in a new time, so I'll whoop his ass instead," he
told Brazilian Jose Aldo before their title fight. He said Rafael dos Anjos, who emigrated
to America, "is a traitor to his people" and vowed "to behead the American Gringo". Of
his bling, he added, "This solid gold pocket watch, three people died making this
watch." Then came this mock fight with references to "dancing monkeys" while telling a
black opponent in Floyd Mayweather to "dance for me boy" in the current climate.
Jekyll became Hyde.
Take his trip to the Grand National this year. He showed up at Aintree the worse for
wear, before leaving a Liverpool night club the worse for wear with a cut hand, before
leaving behind a trashed hotel suite without a care, before boarding a private plane
where he looked to be on death's door. However, on his lap for that flight was a bag of
cash as if that made everything alright.
Meanwhile, a luxury car company owner had to tell him "when you own one Conor you
can stand on it like Floyd, until then you can lose your deposit for standing on mine".
This after photos emerged of him on the bonnet of a rented Rolls Royce giving the
finger.
He has repeatedly been obnoxious to people on his way up the ladder, staring down at
them because of his position as others once did so terribly to him.
Living is no longer about learning. A working-class hero was something to be.

*****
When Donald McRae of 'The Guardian' went to meet McGregor for an interview in Las
Vegas in 2015, he got what had become the standard treatment. Left waiting in the
airport after crossing the planet, the subject eventually showed up in a rented sports
car, told him to hop in and proceeded to drive up and down the strip for the duration of
their chat, holding up a mask that's never been needed. Given his story that's a great
tragedy, but ever since making it he's been trying to sell something else.
More recently, Wright Thompson of ESPN fame was flogged a similar tale. "The city,
and its current champion, McGregor, are defined by those limits," he bizarrely explained
of Dublin. "It's a clannish, parochial place. Crossing the wrong street has traditionally
been reason enough for an ass-whipping. Men have had to drop dates off at bus stops
instead of walking them all the way home." It sounded like Al Capone and a bootlegging version of Chicago.
However, if you can excuse the poetic licence, you can't excuse a growing narrative
that power-washes away McGregor's more dubious but well-discussed friendships and
links within the city. Communities like those McGregor came from have been dragged
down by drug pushers, as if a cement block was tied to their torso, but rather than step
away, that gangster life is part of the image he is desperate to portray. Forget reality,
he has become the wannabe ghetto guy waving wads of cash as if a rapper targeting
middle-class kids and their parents' credit cards.
He has a new child of his own now of course. Is older. Wealthier. But clearly none the
wiser for this remarkable journey. And like so much else with the new McGregor, there
was nothing surprising in that continued evolution. Instead it was another interview he
did with ESPN in January 2015 that showed what was to come and what he had so
quickly become.
Asked about his love life, he couldn't control his response as the parody had already
overtaken him. "I've a long-term girlfriend," he boasted. "I don't know about romance
but I like to get down occasionally. I don't really have a romantic side is what I am
saying. If I'm going in, I'm going in for the kill. You won't catch me walking down the
beach holding hands; you will catch me going deep."
Indeed upon hearing those words it made me think of our own interview.
The Long Mile Road.
McDonald's.
A coffee.
A beat-up phone.
A call to his girlfriend.
A banged-up Peugeot.
The simple and likeable desperation for a lift home.
A young man daring to tip-toe towards his dream.
A future where he could have been so much more than just this hollow shell with
money. (© Independent News Service)
Irish Independent
Follow @IndoSport
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thing. It felt like it was too big a
mountain to climb'

TRAVEL

VIDEO

PODCASTS





FOLLOW

CONTACT

The Throw-In: Disappointing Super 8s,
Kerry's problems and Limerick come of
age

Click here to subscribe on iTunes

ADVERTISEMENT

Tianna Bartoletta poses on the podium during the medal ceremony for the Women's Long Jump at
Rio 2016 Olympic Games and (inset) she celebrates winning gold in the Women's 4 x 100m Relay with
English Gardner, Allyson Felix, and Tori Bowie

Ewan MacKenna





December 29 2017 6:24 PM



It's 1 May of this year and Tianna Bartoletta wakes in her home in the leafy suburbs of
Tampa at 6am flat, as the housekeeper is due to arrive in a couple of hours. The bed is
empty as her husband has already gone to work, and that leaves her alone with the
demons screaming in her head.
Will she or won't she?
She tells herself that she loves him, but that she must love herself too, and that she
deserves better via a future and a life that won't hurt and rip her apart at the seams. No
more conversing for too much talk and it loses its purpose yet, still, those demons don't
stop and for each question they answer right on back. They always do as she's been

here before, over and over, and the result has forever been the same. Words have
meanings but actions have consequences, don't they?
So, will she or won't she?
The checklist she scribbled in desperation gets her across the early part of day,
knowing she has to stick to the script. So she potters about the house, tying up loose
ends, trying not to give her plans away to her onlooking pets. And at the end of it
there's that flight, away and out of there. But there's always the other option, in some
ways an easier call. Stay? It always comes down to now...
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'Have you ever confused a dream with life? Or stolen something when you have the
cash? Have you ever been blue? Or thought your train was moving while sitting still?'
Susanna, Girl Interrupted.
Tianna Madison first bumped into John Bartoletta in an Orlando restaurant back in
2011. She was only 25 but was already a washed-up world long jump champion having
taken the title in Helsinki in 2005. Turns out it's not always better to burn out as fading
away would have meant many more years near the top, and the doors that the title
opened wouldn't have been slammed shut so quickly.
As for him, he was a 49-year old investment banker and together they talked for over
three hours. He told her what she wanted and needed to hear. A year on they were
married and all seemed well.
John coaxed and convinced Tianna to get back to athletics but she was out of shape to
the point she was anemic and ended up drinking 11 cases with 24 large bottles of water
in each in the lead up to the London Olympic trials. "I was trying to transition into being
a student full time, I was studying molecular microbiology, I had this whole plan," she
says.
"I wanted to apply for medical school after I got my degree so I was just using track and
field to make a little money. But meeting him, he asked me to consider a return, he
gave me encouragement, the small bit I needed to give it one last shot. And that's what
I thought it was, I'd give it one last shot and then execute my transition plan."
Not for the first time, she thought wrong.
Within a few months she was the number one indoor long jumper in the world and
made the United States 4x100m relay team for those 2012 Games, running the first leg
of a gold-winning world record time. Having been in a corner shop before that race she
even followed up on a promise to the cashier to bring the medal in after success, and
she bought an ice cream and her new husband watched Harry Potter as a celebration.
One person's fairy-tale is another person's nightmare.
"A fraud," she recalls of herself around then. "To everyone. I wasn't myself. My
personality was fabricated for the public and to keep peace at home. I was even shut
off to myself. I ended up as the brakewoman in a United States bobsled by the end of
that year. You know the reason?
"Because I wanted nothing more to do with track and field. From the outside looking in
I'd this Cinderella year yet for me I never wanted to do it again. I was just done. It was
so hard. I guess I didn't expect what success would do to the dynamics of my
relationship. But athletics went well and suddenly it was, 'Don't talk to the media,' 'Don't
do social media'.

All of this extra stuff and control that I didn't
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bargain for and wasn't expecting. So it was not
fun for me. I guess in a sense the saving grace
was that physics does not care if you're having
a good time or having your worst day, if you are
running properly and executing you'll get the
results you want which is both a blessing and a
curse.
"With every medal and performance I turned in I felt like the truth would be less
believable. That's the curse part. That if you ever spoke the truth people would ask how
could I compete so well, that I must have been making up how bad life really was."
What was that truth, you wonder? "That I was miserable," Bartoletta replies. "That I felt
worthless, that I was nothing, and had nothing outside of the sport and would return to
nothing when it was over."
What made her miserable, you wonder? "I have to be careful because I don't want to
paint myself into a box where I can be sued for this," she replies. "So, just, I'd just say it
was a volatile situation, unpredictable. I wasn't sure what was going to happen day in
and day out."
The child star growing up in Ohio, the local archives are full of stories of her triumphs
all along the road. She was the golden girl with the glorious life. On Elyria High School's
High and Distinguished Honor Roll four years on the bounce. Gatorade Ohio High
School Girls Track and Field Athlete of the Year. All-USA High School Girls Track
Team. An appearance in Sport Illustrated so early. But then after London 2012 she
spoke coldly about how she was molested by another student in her school.
"It wasn't the first time I said it though, it was just the first time people were listening
because I was an Olympian. I don't quite remember what the overall reaction was
because my life was way less amplified then.
"I went to therapy obviously, a psychologist for years for that, to come to terms with
what it meant and how it would affect me moving forward. I know who they are, I don't
know where they are, and I feel no need to confront to them. I don't carry any scar
tissue with me."
Your parents said they never knew before 2012 though, you tell her. "I don't know if
answering that question will get me in further trouble so I'm just going to not answer
that question."

***************

She made broken look beautiful, and strong look invincible. She walked with the
universe on her shoulders, and made it look like a pair of wings.
Tianna Bartoletta; Instagram; 16 August, 2017
Back in spring, Bartoletta picked up the phone and dialed a number she thought had
been lost to her. For most it would've been a first resort in the good times, for her it was
a last resort in the worst times. "I needed my parents' help and they were willing but
there is still a lot that needs to be healed between us that has nothing to do with my
current situation. The relationship with them was damaged before marriage and just
exploited by the dynamics of my marriage. There's a lot more to do but I guess that was
a first step."
When it started to fracture is hard to put a pin in such is the fluid nature of deterioration.
When it completely disintegrated though was shortly after her 2012 Olympic victory
when her parents sued both her and her husband. But it is complicated, as you'd
expect with such matters, however here goes.
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They said that John had told them earlier that year that he and Tianna were planning to
sue them for mismanaging her finances and abusing their power of attorney. While that
case was never filed, her parents added that John Bartoletta also hired a bodyguard to
protect his wife and they later accused their daughter of trying to sell a story and that
Tianna had even text them saying that after the Games she would "break the story of
your selfish, controlling and utterly abusive ways and treatment".
The text added "it was going to be brutal". Eventually it was settled out of court but it
made reaching out to them so hard. Desperate times and all of that. As for her own
personal collapse into lost misery, the sport that made her look so strong and
immovable had stripped away at her. She hated what people thought she loved.
"I stopped doing the things that made me great in the beginning and when I was finally
reminded of what it took, I gave too much credit for my successes to others so I never
owned them. I never felt like it was me behind them, they belonged to someone else in
my head and that just wasn't true. It was a lie I chose to believe over the last few years
because, if it were me, why was I so bad in my life?
"It was all just me withering away. I lost my personality, a stranger to myself. I didn't
trust myself to make the right decisions. It felt like I was just getting broken down and I
couldn't take much more of the negativity. As athletes we love to say that is what we
are but it's true, it's a lifestyle. For me everything that I felt was breaking me down away
from the track, I found a way to channel all that frustration and use it to make great
performances on it."
I expect the best from my country. Because it demands the best from me.
pic.twitter.com/ns0OOK2PLg
— Tianna T. Bartoletta (@tibartoletta) October 4, 2017
Turned out that behind the mask, survival was the real talent. How little we knew.
Take just a year ago for example. Rio De Janeiro. A long jump gold making it two there,
after being part of another top-of-the-podium relay effort. We looked on green eyed,
she looked out teary eyed. Her memories of going back to the hotel aren't even fresh
but she does remember her first thoughts having landed a personal best of 7.17 in the
pit in round five. It wasn't that this was the greatest moment imaginable, instead it was
that if she released her eBook people might buy it.
Called 'Why You're Not A Track Star', she'd spent three years working on it, looking at
the five major reasons the title explains. But there was no sign of it in the days and
months after Brazil. "I didn't have a lot of support. I wasn't encouraged, let me put it that
way. But those Olympics, John definitely wanted me to win. I was performing in a way
to avoid disappointing people rather than performing and enjoying the competition. It
meant so little, it was more like it was about just surviving."
She came, she saw but she'd yet to conquer herself. "I became quite self destructive,"
she adds. "Alcohol, prescriptions, that kind of thing. It felt like it was too big a mountain
to climb."
Indeed in the last year walking off a train platform and taking her own life crossed her
mind. "I felt that I had no way out of the feelings of frustration and shame."
Frustrating and shame are interesting words, what were you ashamed of, you ask?
"That's part of the place the shame keeps coming from. The reason you don't say
anything is most people are so taken aback when you say it. They go, 'What are you
talking about, you can power clean 100 kilos, you're an Olympic champion, you're a
world record holder, how did you allow this?' And the reaction you get from some
people, you internalise that. How did this happen? I'm supposed to be strong, right? I
train six days a week, I push my body to the limits, and I am subjecting myself to this? It
doesn't make sense on one hand. And that's where the shame is from. I also knew it
wasn't normal. I knew it wasn't the best thing but I allowed it to continue."

***************

I don’t know what’s in the cards for me...but I do see myself clearly.
pic.twitter.com/TUR3au5BIh
— Tianna T. Bartoletta (@tibartoletta) November 2, 2017
Here we are. Will she or won't she?
It's 1 May and Bartoletta has finished pottering around the house. She does a final walk
through, seeing what she needs for the next chapter and kisses her two dogs goodbye.
Emotional, she scribbles down a note saying where the car can be picked up, grabs
her three Olympic gold medals and drives them to a storage locker where they still
reside. Then she hits the airport.
"That was it. Gone. For good." In the end she had enough. Of the demons. Of her life.
Of how people perceived her and how they'd respond to her honesty. The old saying
says fear has two meanings - forget everything and run or face everything and rise;
then again she'd tired of listening to others and of their advice.
Where did she go? She'd rather not say but notes: "I had friends who knew the struggle
I was having, with shutting down and drinking when I was overwhelmed. I didn't have
any access to those things, it was like checking into a mobile rehab and they forced me
to talk which I wasn't used to. But once I decided to leave, my self-esteem and pride in
myself began to increase and I'd see in the mirror someone I was proud of, someone I
didn't want to destroy. I was proving to myself I was worth saving because I was still
fighting, in the metaphorical sense."
Just 103 days later a post went up on her Instagram and it's worth digesting the lot.
I knew defending my title would be difficult. And you may find it hard to believe but this
bronze medal is THE most special medal I have ever won. Because just three short
months ago I had to run away from my own home, I had to decide which of ALL my
belongings were the most important, I had to leave my dogs, I had no money, I still
have no actual address, all to give myself a chance at having a life and the love I
deserved - one that didn't involve fear or fighting, threats and abuse. To stand on the
podium after not even being in the mix for four rounds means the world to me. I took a
huge gamble blowing my life up in such a important year for me career-wise. But it was
about time for me to see that I was worth it. It was worth it. Thank so much for riding
with me.
That came about after her most recent visit to London for the World Championships in
August as a final-round jump earned her third place and perhaps the sporting story of
2017. She took to the podium but few understood what her latest tears were made up
of. Afterwards there was no visiting a corner shop, no ice cream, no Harry Potter, but
there was something much more.
"Part of me wasn't sure of what was true and what wasn't about myself. So to pull it
together and get on the podium, I showed myself what is true about me and that is that
I know how to be a champion in any situation. I know how to compete. I know how to
show up. I had proved all those voices in my head wrong. There was relief, there was
pride, there was also grief and mourning for the things I left behind. It was a release of
all of the things I wouldn't let myself feel in order to give myself a chance to compete
well.
"And that night, I was a little bit like a zombie but I remember taking my medal out of
the bag and turning it around and looking at my name engraved on the back and seeing
there was no baggage attached to that medal. Not like the others. This medal was all
me, done my way, and when I look at it I just see pride as opposed to the other
memories I have surrounding my other supposed victories.
"Being London, I had walked that line of not reminiscing because of the location but
when the competition was over I think that played into the emotion. But it also meant I
had come full circle."

So what now? While there can be a familiarity in misery, that goes when you tread into
such an unknown and this new world is one where she's only getting to know herself.
Recently she even asked her coach what happens next - will she go into competitions
light and free or does she lose the drive and disappear? "That's the scary part," she
says. "Those are the questions I ask myself. That was part of my calculation, as crazy
as it sounds, when leaving because it was a huge risk."
But if athletics defined her and pigeon holed her into a life she never wanted, now she
has options. She says she'll be around for Tokyo 2020 for sure but in the meantime she
wants to work with younger athletes, do something with her real estate licence, live a
little in a way that she dictates. And there's her book to push as well as 'Why You're Not
A Track Star' finally came out, and with little promotion she chirps that it quickly got
1,000 downloads and she got a tonne of emails looking for advice.
Noting that the surname of the author is still Tianna Bartoletta rather than her maiden
Madison, as a last query you ask her what's in a name. "I was asked if I was going back
to my maiden name and said no," she smiles.
"I no longer attach so much meaning to names now I've been through all this so it's not
something I need to dump. And I don't regret meeting him or any of that, it's another
part of my life story. I've learned a tremendous amount of lessons. It reminds me of
what it took, of what I'd lost sight of. It reminds me of who I was and what I went
through and the lessons that I had to learn."
Like, for instance, that every 60 seconds you spend upset is a minute of happiness you
never get back.
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