
The last time I saw the kid from Tupelo, he 
needed about 50 stitches.

Paul Thorn was in the fighters’ dressing room 
at the Trop in Atlantic City, and a local EMT was 
strongly advising Thorn’s uncle and trainer, Ed-
die, that the stitch work should be done by some-
one more qualified, like a plastic surgeon.

The rip in his forehead wasn’t the problem. It 
was the lip. It looked as if it had been sheared 
with a serrated scissors, right up to the nostril.

And that’s when Eddie Thorn delivered this 
memorable line.

“It wasn’t bad at first, then it just ran like ny-
lon.”

This was in April 1988, and Thorn was just 
stopped on cuts by one of the greatest boxers of 
all time.

What has happened to Paul Thorn since gives 
him this very unique claim to fame: He’s opened 
for Sting and fought Roberto Duran.

“Yeah, I guess not many people can say that,” 
he said.

These days, the man from Tupelo is doing 
what you’d expect a man from Tupelo to be do-
ing.

He’s on stage, just him and a guitar, playing 
music. A little rockabilly, a little country gospel, 
a little Baptist rhythm and blues, some shot-and-
beer folk, all Deep South soul.

Mostly he travels by van, crisscrossing the 
country a hundred times, getting paying gigs 
wherever he can, selling his CDs, T-shirts, even 
a book of original art. It’s been that way for 20-
some years and 10 albums, now. The people he’s 
opened for, you heard of -- Sting, Bonnie Raitt, 
Mark Knopfler, John Prine, plenty others -- but 
Thorn is still making his name.

“I’m a known musician, not a well-known mu-
sician. I’m picking up fans, two or three, a night,” 
said Thorn, who performs tonight in the Sanc-

tuary Concert Series in Chatham. “I’d rather do 
that than pick up a million overnight, because 
by morning, they’ll forget you. The two or three 
I get, I keep.”

Thorn comes to Chatham as part of the “Soul 
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Salvation Tour” with Grammy-nominee Ruthie 
Foster. Salvation, and likewise themes, run deep 
through his music and artwork. The cover of his 
album “Pimps & Preachers” is an original paint-
ing of characters whose lives intersect in church 
and on street corners.

Thorn’s father was a Pentecostal minister 
and, as a kid, he spent a lifetime on hardwood 
benches absorbing the music that would shape 
his sound and the style that would shape his per-
formance.

“My father was a people person and I’m very 
much that way,” he said. “After every show, I 
hang around and shake hands with the audience 
and thank them all for coming. I love meeting 
people, and I’ll stay till the last one leaves.”

In that way, he’s always been a crowd-pleaser, 
even back in the day when his stage was a ring, 
because Paul Thorn always came to fight. The 
night he fought Duran, he was a 13-3 club fighter, 
barely shaving, and Duran was already a three-
time world champ, headed for his fourth.

What Duran did to Thorn was predicted, but 
no one expected Thorn to bust up Duran like he 
did. He had a wound in his scalp that gushed, a 
deep cut on his left eyelid that spurted like some 
slasher film effects.

I was a sportswriter for the New York Post 
back then and wrote that “referee Randy Neu-
mann’s shirt looked like it had been worn dur-
ing a 12-hour shift at a slaughterhouse.”

Paul Thorn keeps that clip on his website. It 
was the highlight of a boxing career that lasted 
three more fights, all wins.

“I always say I didn’t quit boxing, because I 
don’t quit anything. I just took it as far as I could 
take it. I was good, but I was never going to be an 
elite fighter.”

So he moved on. Or backward, depending how 
you look at it.

“Music was always there for me,” he said. 
“When I was a kid, of course, I idolized Elvis, but 
I had a poster of Roberto Duran in my room.

“When I fought him, it was good going against 
great. I realized he had the ability to relax under 
pressure and I was scared. The difference was 
this: He believed in himself and I doubted my-
self.”

And so he moved to the arena where he, too, 
could believe in himself. Him, his guitar, and 
enough people to listen, and maybe enough to 
pay the bills.

“I’m always comfortable on stage,” Thorn 
said. “I’m in my element. Really, it’s the only 
thing I can do. It’s my life. So I’m still out here, 

paying my own way.”
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