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In memory of Cus D’Amato, who inspired me
to be more than I could ever be




PREFACE


I’m staring out the window of my suite at the Ritz-Carlton in Battery Park City in New York. In the other room my wife, Kiki, is looking after our two babies. Milan is doing an arts and crafts project, and Rocco, as usual, is rampaging around the room. I’m in town to make a special appearance at the Barclays Center, where Deontay Wilder is defending his WBC heavyweight title against Artur Szpilka. Wilder? Szpilka? They used to say that the heavyweight division was all that mattered in boxing. Those days are long gone.


I look out on the Wall Street area and my mind goes back to the days when I was growing up in Brownsville, Brooklyn. Every time I talk to my wife about my childhood, she thinks I’m just stroking my ego. I say, “Baby, I just can’t believe the shit that happened in my life.” My wife doesn’t understand the degree of how fucking poor I was. Then I point out the streets where, as a nine-year-old, I slammed people against the walls of buildings and snatched their chains.


If I crane my neck a little, I can look uptown toward 42nd Street. That was our playground. I’d hang out in the arcades or sneak into Bond’s International Casino to pick the pockets of the people who went to listen to music. Every night was like a weekend on 42nd Street. But things have changed in Times Square. Now you got Disney characters walking around hawking pictures with tourists and the Naked Cowboy strumming a guitar. Everybody’s got their cameras out taking selfies with strangers. Imagine trying to do that with the people I was hanging out with in Times Square. “Hey, man, let’s take a selfie!” A fucking selfie, nigga? Back in the seventies, taking any kind of picture around strangers was a no-no. You didn’t even say hi to people you didn’t know. Motherfucker would start beating on you and leave you in a coma on the street.


I was part of a vicious cycle back then. I would rob and then go buy nice things and then the bigger kids would steal my sneakers and my jacket and my jewelry. How do you beat those big monsters? Everyone was scared. But somehow I never died in those situations. “That’s Mike, man,” one of my older hip friends would say, and the bad guys would let me go. I began to think that I had a special destiny. I always knew that I wasn’t going to die in the gutter—that something was going to happen to me that was going to be respectable. I was an insecure street rat but I wanted glory, I wanted to be famous, I wanted the world to look at me and tell me that I was beautiful. I was a fat fucking stinking kid.


It’s funny that one of the things that made me feel special was that there was a white baseball player named Mike Tyson. He was a journeyman infielder for the St. Louis Cardinals, but because I had this guy’s name I just knew that I was different and that I would go places.


Then I met another white guy, an old Italian gentleman who also thought I was special. His name was Cus D’Amato and he filled my head with visions of glory. Without this man I wouldn’t be sitting here, looking out the window of a fancy hotel. I might be living in some crummy apartment building back in Brownsville or eating chicken wings in a greasy spoon uptown instead of ordering penne pasta from room service. Or I might be dead.


Back when I was a kid, I’d be scared to go back to 42nd Street because a motherfucker might recognize me from the day before and start chasing and beating the shit out of me. Now I can’t walk down 42nd Street because someone might love me to death. Isn’t that crazy? I’m on 42nd walking around and so many people will slap me five, I got to get in the car.


And not just on my old stomping grounds. I can’t walk the streets most anywhere in the world. Ain’t that some bullshit? I’m in Dubai and we can’t go shopping for jewelry. I can’t leave the hotel or I’ll get mobbed.


This is all because of Cus. Don’t think I’m whining—I’m very grateful for my situation. But I don’t understand how it all happened. How did this boxing manager and trainer who was in exile in upstate New York watch me spar for less than ten minutes when I was thirteen years old and predict that I would be the youngest heavyweight champ ever?


This book is about our relationship. Cus D’Amato was one of the most unique men ever to walk the planet. He touched the lives of so many people and helped them become a better version of themselves. He took the weak and made them strong. And he took a fat, frightened thirteen-year-old and made him into a guy who can’t walk the streets because I’m the most recognizable face on the planet.
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Before Cus, pigeons saved my life. I was a fat Poindexter when I was growing up, the kind of kid who gets his change stolen, his meatball sandwich knocked to the ground, and his glasses broken and shoved down into the gas tank of a truck parked outside his school. I was bullied every day until I was brought up onto a roof near where I lived and told to clean up the pigeon coops by the older, cooler guys who kept their birds there. It didn’t make sense to me. The birds were so small, so insignificant looking. Why would fly guys be so interested? But you could see by the smiles on their faces that these pigeons meant the world to them.


When people saw me up there with those guys, they said, “Don’t fuck with this guy anymore. He knows those guys.” You don’t fuck with pigeon guys. They were known to deal with people messing with their birds by throwing them off the roof.


From being a pigeon gofer I got into a life of petty crime. I never hung out with anybody my own age. I was schooled by my older friends like Bug and Barkim. Because I was smaller, they’d have me climb through a window and unlock the door so they could rob a house. One time I got locked up with Bug. He joked that he would be going to the big house while I got a vacation with cookies and milk at juvie. I was like a professional student, soaking up all these street moves from these older guys.


As I got older, I got bigger but I still felt like that small four-eyed guy who got bullied all the time. I never thought I would be a fighter, but I used to hang out with my friend Wise, who was an amateur boxer. We used to smoke weed and shadowbox. Wise always used to do the Ali shuffle while he shadowboxed. My first fight happened by accident. By then I had used some of my pilfering money to buy my own pigeons. I kept them in an abandoned building next to mine. This guy named Gary Flowers stole one of my birds, and when I confronted him to get it back he pulled it out of his coat and twisted its neck off and rubbed the blood on me. I was furious but I was scared to fight, until one of my friends egged me on. “You’ve got to fight him, Mike.” So I hit with a right and he went down and I was stunned. I didn’t know what to do. Then it dawned on me how cool Wise looked doing the Ali shuffle, so I started shuffling and everybody started clapping. My first taste of applause.


Fighting was big in my neighborhood. If you were a good fighter, you had respect. Nobody would ever try to rob you. So I began to get a rep for my street fighting. I was especially good at that sneaky sucker punch shit. If I was fighting someone and they slipped, I would attack him on the floor. But I didn’t win all my fights. I got beat up a lot because I was fighting older men. I was eleven or twelve and I was fighting guys in their thirties because when I beat them in a dice game, they didn’t want to pay a little kid. And if one guy didn’t pay, then nobody paid. So I attacked the guy. Those men might have had guns, but I didn’t care. They knew I wasn’t a punk and they had to fight or pull out a gun and hit me with it.


When we were young, I thought that all my friends would be together forever. But then life goes on and people start dying. I never knew people who got married and stopped robbing and went on the straight and narrow. I just thought that we’d keep on our life of crime until somebody would kill us or we’d kill them. Sometimes we would go hustle and one of our friends would die—somebody would stab him or shoot him. You would think that we would run home, go and tell his mother what happened, but we were still looking to rob some more shit. We didn’t go home until we got some more money. We were like fucking sharks, just kept moving.


My mother was getting more and more fed up with my petty-criminal life because I was spending more and more time in Spofford. The actual name of the place was Bridges Juvenile Center, a rat-infested hellhole on Spofford Avenue in the Hunts Point section of the Bronx. Going in there was like a class reunion, like in Cheers, where everybody knew your name. And while there might not have been air-conditioning, at least you were getting your three hots and a cot. And your cookies and milk.


One of the times while I was in there, just after I had turned twelve, they were showing the movie The Greatest, a 1977 movie where Muhammad Ali plays himself. I liked Ali’s style then but I wasn’t a boxing fan at all. I used to love watching wrestlers like Bruno Sammartino and Killer Kowalski. The only time I saw an Ali fight was when he was fighting Leon Spinks for the second time. I was hanging out on a corner in Brownsville with my friend when we saw a guy going into the corner store. Somebody told us that the guy had food stamps and money on him so we went in after him. I went in the back and got some chips and then made sure I got in front of the guy. Everybody’s eyes were glued to the television that was showing the Ali fight. So I dropped my bag of chips and then bent over to pick it up and the guy stopped and my friend, who was behind him, went into his pockets—boom. I loved Ali but I wasn’t a bit interested in the fight.


But watching his biopic in a room filled with hundreds of kids at Spofford was great. And when the movie was over, the lights came on, and all of a sudden Ali walked out on the stage and the place just exploded. Whoa. Ali started talking to us about being in detention and he was saying how he had been in jail and he had lost his mind. He was saying beautiful, inspirational stuff. That speech was a game changer for me. It’s not that I wanted to become a boxer after hearing him. I just knew that I wanted to be famous. I wanted the feeling that when I walk into a room, people bow down and lose their fucking minds. But I didn’t know what I was going to have to do for people to do that shit.


I was back in Spofford for a burglary rap. I was in my sixth month of an eighteen-month sentence. Spofford is a holding facility, and they were getting ready to transfer me to another juvenile center, so I was hustling to make some bank before I left. You have to be savage and make sure you rob some stuff you can trade when you get to the next place they send you. If you leave broke, then they’re going to think you’re a pussy at your next stop.


I used to team up with my boy Darryl “Homicide” Baum, who was in there with me. The guys from Brownsville all stuck together. They’d tell me that there’s a nigga from the Bronx in the next dorm with some gold on and we’d go get it. I was the robber guy. Everyone knew Brownsville Mike the Robber. Now, to get that gold chain, we’d wait until we had gym with the guy. Most of these guys didn’t take their gold off, they wore it. Homicide and me went to the gym and Hommo spotted him. The guy was cool, though, and I went up to him and he punched me right in my face, boom! I wasn’t expecting it, and then Hommo just jumped on him, boom, boom, boom, boom. We beat that nigga’s ass and took his jewelry.


I was always in trouble in Spofford. Right before they were going to send me out, our dorm was fighting with another dorm and I got caught with a knife. The CO who ran the place came in and read the report from the shift before and then he told me to get up and take my punishment. For being caught with a knife, I had to get ten hits in the head with a half pool stick.


POP. POP. POP. POP . . . Those guards were brutal. They’d beat you like a dog.


A few days after that thrashing, my caseworker came in and told me that I was being sent away to finish the last year of my sentence. They don’t tell you where you’re going so you can’t tell your peeps where you’ll be. The next morning two guards handcuffed me and put me in the backseat of a car and drove me upstate to Johnstown, New York. I was going to a place called Tryon but I had never heard of it. So I’m thinking, “If I don’t know anybody up there, I’ll have to start stabbing some people. That’s just how it is.”


The Tryon School for Boys was light-years away from Spofford. It was in the woods an hour northwest of Albany. All the kids lived in different cottages. There was an indoor swimming pool, a nice gym, and programs that included raising pheasants. Because they didn’t consider me a violent offender, I was initially placed in the Briarwood Cottage, which was an open cottage. I had my own room with no lock on the door.


I immediately began acting out, attacking kids, attacking guards, attacking everyone. I began to get a rep. Mike Tyson—the psycho crazy guy, the sick fuck who would walk up and punch you in the face or throw hot water on you. The final straw came when a kid passed me in the hall as I was walking into one of my classes and he tried to snatch my hat and I pulled it back. I had to wait forty-five minutes for the class to be over and all I could think about was what I was going to do to this guy. When the class was over, I found the guy and beat his ass.


That was it for my freedom. Two guards came and got me and escorted me to Elmwood, the lockdown cottage. Elmwood was a place where you needed to straighten out, because if you didn’t, those huge redneck guards would fuck you up. Elmwood was where the badasses go. For me it was a badge of honor.


Once we got to Elmwood, they locked me in a room, took off my clothes, and took the mattress out of the room. I was on some kind of suicide watch. Every half hour a staff guy would check up on me. I was in isolation but there was a tiny window in the door and I’d hear some inmates walking by. “Hey, what’s going on out there?” I yelled. One of the guys told me that they had just finished sparring with Mr. Stewart, one of the guards at Tryon. I had heard about Bobby Stewart. He had a boxing program and everyone who was in it was always laughing and happy. He’d make the kids miss with a punch and they’d fall down and everybody would crack up. I decided I wanted to get in on that program.


Every time the staff came to check on me, I begged to see Mr. Stewart. Then they’d pick up a phone and call Stewart. “He’s completely calm. He’s polite. He ate and asked to clean up. All he wants to do is talk to you,” they told him. Stewart waited until everybody was in bed, because if I started a commotion he didn’t want any of the other kids involved. Then he came to my room. He smashed the door open and ran into the room.


“What do you want with me?” he yelled.


Just writing that sentence still gives me a chill to this day.


“I want to be a fighter,” I said.


“So do the rest of the guys,” he barked. “If they were fighters, they wouldn’t be here in the first place. They’d be out in the street, going to school, getting a job. We deal with losers here.”


“All I want to do is be a fighter. I’ll do anything you ask me to do,” I said.


Mr. Stewart kept screaming at me and then he changed his tone.


“All right, lookit, let’s see your behavior change. Let’s see you go to your classes with no incidents. Let’s see a month of good behavior and we’ll see what happens.”


Later Stewart told me that he’d been working there for ten years and he had never seen anybody as insecure as me when I came in. He said that he could see me stealing a pocketbook if no one was looking but he couldn’t see me confronting someone. I couldn’t even look him in the eye when he barged into my room. For all my street bravado, I was a shy kid. I was really just a follower, not a leader. All I knew back then was how to cheat, steal, rob, and lie.


Stewart would check the daily logs to see if I was behaving myself. He saw that not only was I doing everything I was supposed to do, but I was actually asking the staff if there was extra work I could do. I’d ask them to write in my request so Stewart would see it. In six days, I got up to the top level for my class. Look, my family is from the South. They taught me how to be calm, how to talk to people, like “Yes, ma’am. No, sir.”


Mr. Stewart started reading my files and he saw a notation that said I was borderline retarded. He went to the staff psychologist and said, “What is this?” She told him that I was intellectually handicapped. “How do they determine that?” he asked. “Well, they give him tests.” “Tests! He can’t read and write properly. How can you determine he’s retarded? I’ve seen this kid for a while now. He’s smart. He just doesn’t know how to read or write. I can’t read or write that good but I’m not retarded!” The psychologist started waffling and Stewart lost his cool and told her that she was retarded. He got written up for that. I love Bobby. He’s one of those Irish guys who talks and doesn’t have any filter.


So I kept behaving and getting good reports and Mr. Stewart seemed impressed. I know he was impressed when he came into the weight room one day. I was about to use the Universal bench press machine.


“What are you doing?” he said to me. “You’ve got two hundred fifty pounds on that machine.”


“The other guys said I can’t do this,” I said.


“Don’t you do it! Take the weight off and start with a hundred thirty-five pounds,” he said.


He turned his back on me, and when he looked back I was pressing the 250 pounds, ten times—without warming up. I was so fucking strong back then. I guess my feat got back to his boss, because when Stewart finally decided he would let me spar with him, his boss was worried.


“Jesus, I know you’re in good shape, but this kid is stronger than all of us put together. You be careful,” he told Bobby. “The staff can’t be seen getting beat up by the kids.”


I was so excited the day we sparred for the first time. The other kids knew about my reputation as a street fighter back in Brooklyn, so they were psyched. We started boxing and I thought I was doing well, because he was covering up and I was getting some punches in. Suddenly he came out of a clinch and the motherfucker hit me in the stomach and I went down. I had never felt pain like that before in my life. I felt like I was ready to throw up everything I had eaten for the last two years. I got right up but I couldn’t breathe.


“Walk it off,” he barked. “Walk it off.” I got my air back and we started boxing again. When we finished, I asked him if he could teach me how to punch a guy in the stomach like that. That was going to be my robbing punch.


Even though he had manhandled me like that, I never quit. The whole dorm, most of the staff, they’d all come out to watch us box. I was so happy to be getting attention. I wanted people to look at me and adore me but then I got mad when they did! I was so crazy then.


Once he saw that I kept coming back even though he was beating my ass, he started to teach me. We’d wait until the other kids went to bed at nine p.m. and then we’d go to an empty dorm room and work from nine-thirty until eleven, when it was time for me to turn in. Mr. Stewart would stand there and throw punches at me and I’d move, then we’d reverse it. I’d never had any goals in my life except for robbing but Bobby gave me something to focus on. I turned the same desire I had for robbing into fighting. When we finished I’d go to my room and, in the total dark, I’d practice what he’d shown me that night until three a.m. I know that Stewart was impressed with my work ethic and that he had a good feeling what we were doing was going to help me outside the ring.


I was so excited that I put him on the phone with my mother one of the times that I was allowed to call her. He told her how much progress I had been making and that if I could continue doing good, I could make something out of myself. She just laughed and thanked him. I had never given her any reason to be hopeful about me.


Mr. Stewart was excited by my progress but he began to worry about what would happen to me when I was released. He knew that if I went back to Brooklyn I might fall back into a criminal mind-set. He thought about finding a gym down there for me to work out of but then he had another idea.


One day, after we sparred, he sat me down.


“Listen, man, my wife is mad. I’m coming home with a broken nose and black eyes. I can’t box with you no more, but I’m going to take you somewhere where they’re going to take you to the next level. Do you think you want to do that? Because I believe when you get out of here, you’re going to get killed or locked up again.”


“No,” I protested. “I don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you.”


“I want you to work with Cus D’Amato. He’s a famous trainer. He took Floyd Patterson to the heavyweight title. He made José Torres into a light heavyweight champ. He takes kids in if they behave and work hard. Maybe you could stay at his house with him.”


Before Bobby called Cus, he showed me a few moves that were meant to impress the old trainer. One was a diagonal side step that enabled me to swing coming out of the corner. I practiced that and got good at it. Then Stewart called Cus and asked him if he’d take a look at me.


“Absolutely,” Cus said. “If you think he’s got potential, then bring him down tomorrow.”


On the way there, Stewart tried to tamp down my expectations.


“Cus may not even like you the first time, I don’t know,” he said. “But maybe he’ll say we can come back. If he does, then we’ll work harder and then we’ll come back and come back until he sees we can do it.”


Cus’s gym was on top of the police station in Catskill. Inside it was old and musky and there was a small ring. There were also a lot of weather-beaten newspaper clips on the wall. There were a few older white guys there along with a younger guy named Teddy Atlas who was assisting Cus. I was introduced to Cus and in a second I could see that he was totally in control of everything there. He just sucked up all the air in the room. He shook my hand and there wasn’t a trace of a smile on his face. He showed no emotions.


Right away Teddy Atlas took one look at me and said, “We’ve got nobody to box with him.” Stewart said that he was going to box me and we got in the ring. I was really good that first round, pressing Mr. Stewart and banging away at him. We did that spinout move that we had been practicing and I looked over and saw Cus smile for the first time. “Wow! Wow!” he said. “That’s beautiful.”


I kept pressing Stewart in the second round and he got me with a couple of shots and my nose started bleeding profusely. It looked a lot worse than it felt and Atlas jumped into the ring.


“All right, Bobby. We’ve seen enough,” he said.


“No, no,” I protested. “Mr. Stewart says we don’t quit. If we start, we have to go three rounds.”


Bobby looked over at Cus, and he said it was like watching a movie. Cus’s face turned red and he looked over at his friends who were there and everyone was smiling. Bobby later told me it was like Cus’s body had miraculously transformed. “His whole face lit up. You ever see a guy who gets scared and his hair stands up? Well, Cus had no hair but that’s what it reminded me of. His eyes opened wide and it was like ‘I have life again.’ ”


Cus let us go a third round and I did pretty good. Teddy took my gloves off and Cus started helping Mr. Stewart with his gloves.


I saw them talking but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I couldn’t get a read from looking at Cus’s face. He was impassive. I wouldn’t find out until later that Cus asked Bobby, “Would he be interested in working here?” Bobby knew I wanted to do that but he played it cool and said he’d have to talk to me.


On the way to our car I was almost bursting with anticipation.


“Can I come back? How did he think I did?” I peppered Bobby.


Bobby pushed me. “Guess what he said?”


“He said I can’t come back?” I said. I was such a low-esteem schmuck.


“No! He said, ‘Bobby, barring outside distractions, that is the heavyweight champion of the world and possibly the universe.’ But only if you continue to work like you’ve been working.”


I pushed him back. “Come on,” I said. And then I started crying.


“I’m telling you, that’s what he thinks of you,” Bobby said. “See, you’re not a scumbag. You’re not a loser. He said all that about you the first time he saw you. Do you realize what that means? But you can screw it up in one second. You’ve gotta work.”


“I’m ready,” I said through my tears. “I’m ready to work.”
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On the ride back to Tryon, I just knew I was going to be a success. Even though I talk negative and project myself as a bum, my inner core thinks I’m a god and I know I’m going to be successful. Every time I say, “I’m a piece of shit,” or “I want to kill myself,” that’s all confusing the enemy. Everything I say is for a reason: to confuse the enemy. That’s a concept that I would soon learn from Cus.


When I saw Bobby the next day, he said, “Now we really got to work.” We worked out every day and then he’d call Cus on Sunday and report on my progress. Every second week we’d drive down to Catskill and have a session with Cus. Cus would talk to me and tell Teddy what new moves to show me. Then, back in Tryon, Bobby and I would work on those moves. We’d spar three nights a week and on the other nights Bobby would throw punches at me and I’d move from side to side to avoid them, practicing what Cus showed me.


I was doing well in my classes too. Bobby told me, “I don’t care if you flunk every subject, but you try and behave yourself in class.” A few weeks later he got a call from one of my teachers. “What the fuck happened to this kid? He went from a third-grade to a seventh-grade reading level. He’s doing great!”


On one of the early visits to Catskill, Cus took Bobby and me aside.


“Listen, most kids don’t want to go to the grown-ups’ prison, so they say they’re younger than they really are,” Cus said. “He’s too strong, too big, too coordinated, and too fast. He’s got to be an older guy.”


Bobby looked confused.


“Mike, listen. I’m talking to you. How old are you for real?” Cus asked me.


“I’m thirteen!” I said. But I didn’t look it. I was only five-six then, but I weighed 196 pounds.


The next time we came up, Bobby brought some documentation from the state that proved I was thirteen years old. Cus almost had a heart attack.


“Listen, you will be the national champion. You will be the Olympic champion. That’s who you are. Do you want to do this?” Cus asked.


I didn’t know if I wanted to do all that. I was scared. But I didn’t want Cus to think I was a punk.


“Yeah,” I said.


“Okay, let’s get to work,” Cus barked.


From that day on, Cus began to talk with me along with giving me boxing instructions. “Do you realize why you’re doing this?” “Do you feel good doing these things?” “Don’t just do something because I tell you to do it.” One day he looked at me and said, “Would you like to change your life?” I nodded yes. “From what I’ve seen and if you listen to me, with no distractions and not allowing people to mess your head up, you will be the youngest heavyweight champion of all time.” I was thirteen years old and he thought I was invincible! Of course, I told him that I wanted to be the world champion, and he liked that. But mostly it was Cus doing all the talking. He’d talk to me about my feelings and then he’d tell me why I was feeling that way. Cus wanted to reach me at the root. It wasn’t just about the physical aspects of boxing; it was getting at the mental side—why a fighter got bubble guts, why our minds play tricks on us so that something seems more difficult than it is. I didn’t understand everything he was saying, but I did. Cus knew how to talk my language. Cus was really a street kid who had improved himself as a person.


After a few more months of these gym visits, I was getting close to being paroled. Bobby Stewart came to my room one day.


“Listen, do you want to stay with Cus? I don’t want you to go back to Brooklyn. I’m scared you’re going to get killed or go right back to prison.”


I didn’t want to go back to Brooklyn either. I was looking for a change in my life. I liked the way these people made me feel good, made me feel like I was part of a society. Before you’re released from Tryon you get three home visits. For my first home visit I went to Brooklyn to see my mom.


“Just remember, if you get in freakin’ trouble, that’s the end of everything,” Bobby warned me.


I was home for an overnight visit and nothing much happened. I might have smoked some weed and gone up to Times Square with my friend App, but other than that I didn’t do anything. I talked to my mom and she was drunk, hanging out with her friends. My brother wasn’t around and my sister was with her friends. But I told everybody I was going to be a fighter.


My second home visit was down in Catskill. This one was for three days and two nights. It was the first time that I saw Cus’s house. I couldn’t believe my eyes as Bobby drove down the long, winding driveway. It was like coming up on Diamond Jim Brady’s driveway. They had named the road for the family who initially lived in the house, the Thorpes. The house itself was a big-ass white Victorian with something like fourteen bedrooms. I’d never seen anything like that. There was a path out the back of the house that led right to the Hudson River.


“I’m going to stay here?” I asked Bobby. He nodded.


“What am I going to have to do, take the garbage out?” I asked. I was a real sarcastic kid.


Cus wasn’t home but I got to meet Camille Ewald, his companion, who actually owned the house. She was a strong-looking Ukrainian lady but she seemed real sweet.


“Hey, sit down and have tea with me,” she said. “Talk to me.”


It was just like some girl talk. Where was I from? Have I been other places before? Was I excited? After a while she showed me my room and I just sat on the bed waiting for Cus. He came in with some of the other kids who lived there and we ate something and I did some chores and then we all went to the gym.


I spent the three days just training and reading boxing magazines and watching old fight films with Cus. I didn’t even feel different being out of prison, because after I got involved with Cus, even when I was in prison, I was out of prison. Do you feel me? Cus had been putting gasoline on a raging fire that was consuming me. When I left to go back to Tryon, I had a large book that Cus had lent me. I’d been looking through the books in the living room and I’d stumbled on Nat Fleischer’s Ring Boxing Encyclopedia and Record Book. I started reading it and I was just overwhelmed. I fell in love with all those old fighters. The book had all their records and their bios. There were pictures of some of them that showed their bodies and, wow, they fucking looked beautiful! They were ripped to shreds, ready to fight. I don’t care if they were 119 pounds—they were ripped. It was so impressive knowing how much work went into looking like that. When you went to a boxing match or a weigh-in, the people were more excited looking at the fighters’ bodies than at the pretty girls around them. That’s why, ever since, I’d do the old-school turn-of-the-century shit and go up there in my underwear, because that’s the impression those boxers left on me—they’re beautiful. That gave me motivation to work hard too, because I knew I had a tendency to get fat. I wanted to have that six-pack. Every time they threw punches in that book, the frame stopped and every muscle, every vein in their body, was showing. I fantasized about me being that guy.


Cus saw me thumbing through that book. “Do you like that? Take it with you,” he said.


That was it. Once he gave me that book, it was like looking at a Penthouse magazine. By the next time I came down to Catskill I had memorized that whole encyclopedia. And I began to barrage Cus with questions about the fighters. I’d say a name like Freddie Welsh, and Cus would tell me everything about him. If I mentioned a name like Armstrong or Canzoneri or Ray Robinson, Cus would go, “Whoa! Now, that’s a fighter!” and then my fucking senses would go out of this world. I wanted to learn all about these ancient champions and master their philosophy. They worked hard but they played hard too, and people looked up to them like they were gods. These guys were immortals to me. And Cus was my conduit to them, so I wanted to impress him. I looked forward to going to the store for him, cleaning the gym, carrying the bags, being his servant. I was Cus’s slave. Whatever he told me to do, I would do it. And I was happy to be his slave. I wasn’t as close to the other boxers in the house at first. I would walk around the grounds and go down to the river and just stare out at it. This country living was new to me. I talked and participated in the goings-on in the house but I had a weird attitude. I wasn’t confrontational. It was more that I just spoke a different language than the rest of them.


My mother didn’t like the idea of me going up to Catskill. She went for it because I wanted to go but I could tell that she wasn’t thrilled. My sister said, “Why are you going up there with those white people?” And I would reply, “Because I’m going to be champ of the world.” As my release came closer, we had to make plans for me to come under Cus’s supervision. My mom felt bad about me moving upstate but she signed over the papers. Maybe she thought she had failed as a mother.


I was helped out by a wonderful social worker named Ernestine Coleman. She was a big black lady from Hudson, New York, which was just miles from Catskill, and she went out of her way to smooth my transition. She had a lot of empathy for me and I knew how to play on that. She was a little easier to deal with than Bobby Stewart but she was no pushover.


I think Cus immediately realized that I suffered from low self-esteem and had been scarred by years of being bullied and abused, so from the very first time that I started coming up to Catskill he began to work on building up my ego.


“You’ve got to believe in yourself,” he’d tell me in the gym. “Tell yourself that every day. Look in the mirror and see how handsome you are. Look at your powerful hands.” At first I was thinking that he’s a fag. From the world I come from, older guys do that shit when they want to suck your dick. Anybody that tells me I’m good-looking, that sends off triggers in my head. I didn’t think I was good-looking, I felt ugly from being abused all my life. I felt so ugly I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror. But there he was, every day, “Listen, you’re a good-looking guy.” And when I’d protest and say, “Get out of here!” he’d come back, “No, you go look in the mirror and tell yourself how good-looking you are. Go shadowbox and say, ‘Look how beautiful I look!’ You’re looking more handsome every day—you might just turn into an actor!”


But there was no loving feeling when he was saying this. He was dead serious. It was all about a mission—the heavyweight championship of the world. He didn’t treat me like a kid. He was making me feel that I was worth something, that we had a mission together.


Bobby Stewart used to say that I was a born follower, and it’s true. Back in Brooklyn, I followed Barkim into a life of crime. Barkim lived in my building and taught me how to rob and steal but I always had to watch out because if he was doing bad and I had money, he might flip on me too. But Cus was a much different mentor. Barkim didn’t put the law down like Cus. Cus put it down that we were on a mission to the crown and at the end of the road there was going to be some good shit. When I would go into the ring and fight, I had to fight until I had nothing left. You can’t quit, you’ve got to fight until you die.


Cus promised me that nobody would ever bully me again. He’d tell me about old fighters who had been beaten up in life and were able to overcome their feelings. As I got older, I realized what Cus’s psychology boiled down to. He gave weak people strength. You give a weak man some strength and it becomes an addiction. Cus didn’t want boys who were well-adjusted—he wanted to work with the kids who were flawed. He wanted the dregs of society who came from the worst neighborhoods. He was so happy when I told him I was from Brownsville. “Oh man, a lot of tough fighters came out of there. Al ‘Bummy’ Davis, Floyd Patterson grew up nearby.”


Cus told me he thought the best fighters were the guys who had endured the most. José Torres told me later that Cus was sure I’d become champion when he heard that I used to get on public buses and wait until the passengers were warned about pickpockets and then I would go ahead and pick their pockets. He saw I had a native intelligence and that I could transfer my antisocial skills into the ring.


Cus would listen to me talk about my street escapades. Then he would look at me with no emotion, cold as steel, and say, “ ‘No’ will be a foreign word to you.” Cus was totally consumed with what he was capable of doing. “Will you listen to me, boy? Do you hear what I’m saying to you? People of royal descent will know your name. The whole world will know who you are. Your family name will reign, people will respect your mother, respect your children. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? Are you going to do this?” Can you imagine a thirteen-year-old kid hearing that?


WE TALKED A LOT about Cus’s childhood. Costantino D’Amato was born on January 17, 1908. His father, Damiano D’Amato, left Italy in 1899 and arrived in New York. Six weeks later his wife, Elisabetta, arrived with Rocco, Cus’s oldest brother, and the family settled in Manhattan, where Damiano began a coal and ice delivery business. Cus didn’t remember much about his mother because she died when he was five years old. By then Cus had three older brothers, Rocco, Gerry, and Tony, and one younger brother, Nick. Cus seemed to take his mother’s death in stride. “I was lucky,” he told a reporter. “My mother died when I was five years old, so I had to learn to think and act on my own at an early age.”


Cus said that he was named Costantino after his maternal grandmother, Costanza, but his father didn’t get along with her so he told Cus that he was named after the first Christian emperor, Constantine. That was probably the first time that Cus thought that he was special. The family legend that they were somehow related to Napoleon through his maternal line only added to Cus’s sense of being unique.


When Cus was six, the family migrated to the Frog Hollow section of the Bronx. The neighborhood was tough and became infamous for spawning gangsters like Dutch Schultz. Even though Damiano couldn’t speak English, he became a community leader among the Italian immigrants and people would come to him with their business problems. He was known for his honesty and impressed that trait on all his children. He was also very generous, and while the family never had much money, Damiano would always share with neighbors who were having a hard time.


Cus told me that his dad was a very accomplished Greco-Roman wrestler and a big fan of boxing. He also had a great voice and after his work was done he’d light up a pipe and play mandolin and sing old Italian folk songs.


Damiano was also color-blind. One time, after he brought back another wife from Italy, Damiano invited a black friend of his, a coal miner, to have dinner. Cus’s stepmom asked, “Do you think your friend wants to go to the bathroom and wash up?” She had never seen a black person before and she thought he was just dirty from the coal dust. Damiano’s attitudes about race had a big impact on Cus. He never judged people by the color of their skin. He also became close to his Jewish neighbors. When he was sick, they’d send over some chicken soup for him. Cus returned the favor by turning on the lights for his Orthodox Jewish neighbors on Saturdays.


By all accounts Damiano, with his old-school emphasis on discipline, wasn’t the easiest guy to get along with, and Cus’s older brothers all left the house as soon as they could. It was hard on Damiano to raise all the boys alone, and when he found himself without a wife for the second time, he made a trip to Italy to get a new wife, his third. Cus was twenty-one by then, and usually he and Nick would stay with a relative when Damiano made his frequent trips back to Italy. But this time his brother Tony found both Cus and Nick sleeping in a doorway. He took them to his home. It was Christmastime and Tony had a young daughter. He and his wife woke up on Christmas morning to the sounds of Cus and Nick playing with their little niece’s Christmas toys.


Whenever I’d tell Cus about my lousy childhood, he’d tell me he went through similar experiences. They never had much money and sometimes he’d steal apples and share them with friends. “Nowadays, they say you can’t eat behind somebody, you’ll get germs,” he told me. “When I was a little boy, my friends and I shared apples. Give him a bite, I’d eat after. We got sick all the time.” One time he starved himself for five days as a test to make sure that nobody could ever intimidate him with threats of starvation. He concluded that he could abstain from food for a couple of weeks “if you don’t ask too much of your body.”


Cus was also bullied growing up. He got picked on by neighborhood kids because his parents would dress him up “like little Lord Fauntleroy.” His older brother Gerry was a tough guy and he had given Cus some fighting lessons. One time one of their neighbors was getting the shit kicked out of him by seven guys and Gerry just plowed into that melee and knocked out six people with seven punches. Gerry was Cus’s hero and he was the first of Cus’s brothers to join a gang. Cus followed in his footsteps and joined a gang and used to fight in the streets all the time.


Cus would talk about the time when he was in his twenties and he was sitting outside his house. Vincent “Mad Dog” Coll, a notorious gangster affiliated with Dutch Schultz, came up to Cus and put a gun to his head.


“You’d better tell me where so-and-so is,” Cus recounted the story.


“I don’t know where he is. You’re just going to have to kill me.”


Mad Dog realized that he had the wrong guy and left. It was only then that Cus began shaking.


Cus told me that he had lost his eyesight in one of his eyes in a street fight. But here’s where it gets murky. Over the years, Cus told about four different versions of what happened. He told me that he lost his eye defending a neighborhood kid who was getting bullied by a guy with a knife. In 1958 he told Sports Illustrated, “I could and should have boxed. But I had a street fight when I was a boy, just 12 years old. It was with . . . one of those men who push kids around because they know they can’t push men around. He gave me a bad eye, my right eye. I was blind in it for years but I made the man run and I chased him.” But then he told Gay Talese in The New York Times Magazine that he had lost the vision in his left eye after he was struck by a stick in a street fight. The stick version was elaborated on as he told of staring at himself in shop window with his eyeball hanging out. Yet another time he said that he had lost his vision when he tried to stop a kid from tormenting a kitten.


The real story may be a lot more horrifying. One of Cus’s nieces said that her father, on his deathbed, revealed that Cus lost the sight in his eye when Damiano disciplined Cus with a belt buckle. Cus always told me stories about his father beating on him.


“No one got beatings like me, I got the worst beatings in the world, but I deserved them,” he told me. Cus would come home late and before he’d even open the door, he’d cover up, and as soon as the door opened, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, his father would attack him and beat the shit out of him. Cus would refuse to say he would never be late again. That was Cus’s whole thing—you can kill me but you ain’t gonna break me. His father would cry as he hit him. Then one time Cus couldn’t take it anymore and he gasped, “Maybe I won’t do it again.” Damiano started crying and the two of them embraced.


“It’s a lot of nonsense when I hear people say that beatings crush a child’s spirit,” Cus told a reporter. “I never lost respect or love for my father, and it didn’t crush my determination.” I wonder if the reason Cus told me all about his beatings was because he knew that I had been beaten by my mother continually when I was young. We had those horrific experiences as a bond.


Cus was never interested in school. He quit high school in his sophomore year. He also had no interest in getting a job. Cus’s father would constantly be on his case to get out and look for work. He didn’t want to lie to his father, so once a week he would go to a local icebox factory and stand in the back of the room filled with job applicants so he would never get called. The place was run by religious Jews and one week one of the owners went to the back and told Cus how impressed he was by Cus showing up to look for work every week, so he hired Cus and put him on the assembly line. Now, Cus was never meant to work for anyone and he was so mad at actually having to work that he worked twice as hard as anybody there. The owner wanted to make him assistant foreman. Cus came up with new methods to increase productivity, which didn’t sit so well with the ex-cons and Hispanic immigrants who didn’t want to be bossed around by a seventeen-year-old kid. After a year and a series of brutal fights, Cus left the job.


Cus seemed to hate authority figures, but for a few years while he was a teenager he was fascinated by Catholicism. Even though his father was never religious, Cus started going to Sunday school because one of his friends went and Cus won prizes in his Bible classes. He would never think of committing a sin, and he obeyed the Ten Commandments to the letter. He was even thinking of going into the priesthood. Around the same time, he became preoccupied with death. He would watch funerals go through his neighborhood and he would think, “The sooner death, the better.” If someone he knew died, he would consider them lucky because now they could be happy all the time. He told me that he would go into cemeteries at random and look at all the names on the headstones.


Then someone gave him a book and it turned his mind around. It was Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason. Paine hated organized religion and challenged the legitimacy of the Bible. That’s what got his book on the Catholic Church Index, which meant it was a sin to read it. So in Cus’s mind he was no longer a Catholic.


He wouldn’t be a priest but, in his own way, Cus began a true life of service. He always said that he learned by example from his father and I guess he was impressed by his father’s selflessness. Suddenly Cus became the neighborhood fixer, the go-to guy if you had a problem. He would translate for people, he would fix things, he would intercede with their landlords if they were having trouble paying their rent. He even became a youth counselor to the kids in the neighborhood. Of course, he refused payment for any of his services. Otherwise, he wouldn’t consider what he was doing a favor.


More than anything else, he hated to see rich people get over on poor people. Cus found out that his friend Angelo Tosto’s father-in-law was getting ripped off by phony land developers in Deer Park, Long Island. The scammers targeted recent immigrants from Slovakia and swindled them out of their life savings by selling them land that they didn’t have title to. Cus spent years researching the scammers. Finally, one Friday he went down to the company’s lawyer’s office, pretended he was a son-in-law to Angelo’s father-in-law, and waited there until he was seen. He told the lawyer that if the family didn’t get a check for a full refund he was going to go straight to the DA’s office and have them charged with fraud. On Monday morning there was a check for the full amount. But that only infuriated Cus more. Now he knew the outfit was fugazi so he went to Riverhead, where the Long Island land transaction records were kept, and found proof that it was a scam. By the end of December 1937, thirty-nine individuals and twelve corporations had been indicted, and on July 7, 1938, the ringleaders were sentenced to jail terms of three to six years for swindling over $2 million from 1,800 Slovaks. His pal Angelo must have been incredibly grateful to Cus for his help, because twenty years later he was acting as Cus’s chauffeur and driving him around town.


Cus always was a creative guy. But he had a strange explanation for his creativity. He once told a reporter, “It’s almost like I never was a kid. I didn’t learn very much in my lifetime because of these things I understood when I was young. How did I get so wise? I don’t know. I used to think everybody was like that. I found out later in life it wasn’t so. I don’t talk about it usually. What’s the sense of talking about something people don’t understand?”


Cus was always inventing things but he never bothered trying to make money off his creations. He came up with a toy plane that was outfitted with a firecracker in a heavy metal cap on the nose of the plane. When the plane’s nose hit the ground the firecracker would go off, sending the plane back into the air, and then it would descend through a series of loops and dives. His greatest invention was a sanitary sheet to use on public toilet seats. He even patented it when he was thirty years old. But Cus never pursued this, perhaps because a lady from Louisiana had filed her own patent for a sanitary toilet seat cover sixteen years earlier.


Cus’s ingenuity was helpful to his family during the Great Depression. Cus was almost twenty-two when the Depression started. He told me about reading in the papers about old people starving to death because they were too proud to go and beg for help, but I think that they weren’t too proud. It was Cus who was too proud. He made it so he knew how they were feeling, but I think it was that he wanted to look at people that way. He was coming from an antiquated place. Cus was living his life like a chivalrous knight and projecting his feelings. He was very morally conscious.


The food riots in lower Manhattan made a lifelong impression on him. Sometimes twenty thousand people would cram into Union Square and riot because they had nothing to eat. Cus was there once when he saw a guy in a lumber jacket standing on a tailgate making a speech. He found out that this guy was a member of the Communist Party. Cus watched as he made a speech and then got the shit beat out of him by the cops on horseback. But what was amazing to Cus was that as soon as one guy got beaten unmercifully, another guy would spring up on that tailgate, knowing that in minutes he was gonna get the beating of his life. Cus admired their guts and dedication. His dad kept telling him to stay away from those people, that they were going to get him in trouble, and I’m sure that added to his fascination.


One thing that never wavered in Cus’s life was that he was pro-Italian like a motherfucker. He was fanatic about that heritage. Beatrice, his brother Tony’s wife, was Irish. Right after Betty, their daughter, gave birth to twins, she was rushed back to the hospital. Cus called her to see how she was doing, and the nurse told him Betty couldn’t get on the phone because she was getting a blood transfusion. Cus rushed over to the hospital and stormed into her room. “I had to get here fast to make sure your mother’s Irish relatives weren’t giving you blood,” he said. “I didn’t want your blood diluted further.”


Man, Cus thought that the Italians were the niggas of the world. He was still bitching about the execution of the Italian anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti when I got up to Catskill. They did get a lousy deal, being framed for an armed robbery, and convicted for first-degree murder, and then frying in the electric chair in August of 1927. It took until 1977 for Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis to issue a proclamation that they were unfairly convicted and “any disgrace should be forever removed from their names.” But Cus would still go around the house and grouse about them.


One outlet for Italians and Jews, who were both marginalized in society when Cus was growing up, was boxing. Cus came from a boxing family—his brothers, his cousins, they all got turned out by boxing. Both his older brothers Tony and Gerry were fighters who rode the rails and fought in the streets, earning some money from the proceeds of the bets that were wagered. Lots of times if Cus got into trouble, it was Gerry or Tony who would bail him out. Tony was so tough that he used to sit on the stoop of their building with knitting needles and defiantly knit away, challenging anybody who passed by to fuck with him.


Gerry eventually became managed by Bobby Melnick, and Cus used to carry his bag to the gym. Back then boxers were heroes to every young kid. The National Police Gazette was in every barbershop and the magazine had a section devoted to boxing. Every neighborhood had a local hero who was a boxer, and whenever he left his house for a fight he’d be trailed by kids as if he were the Pied Piper.


Cus was enthralled by the atmosphere of a boxing gym. He told the story of having met Jack Dempsey and then going back to his neighborhood and having his friends line up to “shake the hand that shook Jack Dempsey’s,” but that might have been a stretch. According to his niece Betty, her father, Tony, met Dempsey at a fight club one day when he was sixteen. Dempsey asked Tony to be his sparring partner, but after Tony saw the vicious way that the Manassa Mauler destroyed his sparring partners, he nixed the job offer but managed to shake Dempsey’s hand. Then he came home and told everyone, “I’m not going to wash my hand because I shook hands with Jack Dempsey.”


Cus told one interviewer that it was his brother Gerry and not Tom Paine who dissuaded Cus from considering the priesthood. Gerry took Cus under his wing and taught him how to defend himself. And then, when Cus was sixteen, a tragedy struck the family that rocked everybody to their core. Gerry was shot dead by an Irish cop.


Throughout his life Cus didn’t like to talk publicly about the murder. He did tell me that Gerry had been the star of the family and that his death “broke my father’s heart.” Cus was there when Damiano found out about his death and he said that he could never forget his father’s piercing wail. He told a close friend who was preparing a biography of Cus that Gerry and his wife were at a social function and an off-duty cop started getting “fresh” with his wife. A struggle ensued, they broke through a plate-glass window, and instead of the cop “receiving his just punishment,” he shot Gerry. It was a strange way to describe a fight. The official police report tells a different story.


“Gerald De Matto—White—Married—Italy—Bartender was arrested & charged with Felonious Assault by Patrolman George Dennerlein . . . while resisting arrest, struck the patrolman several times with his fist, took his night baton from him and threatened to strike him with it.” Then Dennerlein shot Gerry and he died at Lincoln Hospital at seven p.m., October 21, 1924, six days after the shooting. The report goes on to say that Gerry was drunk walking home, and when told by the officer to go home and get some sleep, he grabbed the officer, was arrested, and then knocked the officer to the ground and attempted to strike him with his own baton. “The officer sensing his life was in danger, drew his service revolver and discharged one shot the bullet entering the left groin of De Matto.”


The night Gerry was shot, his brother Tony gathered together some friends and, armed with bats, marched on the police station seeking revenge. Luckily Damiano rushed there and calmed down the mob. After Gerry died, Cus visited the local parish priests and demanded to get answers as to why his brother had been killed by a “corrupted” cop, but the priests told him to “have faith and stop questioning.” It was then that Cus finally decided that the path of the priesthood was not for him and that he had to, as he said, “train myself as a warrior and train other men to become warriors too.”


Patrolman Dennerlein was transferred to Staten Island but the story didn’t end there. Years later, when he had the money, Cus hired private investigators to investigate the case. Cus even told me that he knew where the cop lived right now, and that freaked me out. But he never tried to get revenge. I always wondered about that. Tony’s daughter Betty said that the cop wasn’t on patrol, he was off duty, and he and Gerry were in a bar when the altercation happened. But the fight was over Gerry’s wife. She had been having an affair with the cop. Perhaps that was what Cus meant with his cryptic statement that the cop should have just received “his just punishment.”


CUS WAS A BELIEVER in destiny. Even as a young boy, he felt that he’d be famous someday; he always had a feeling that “there was something different” about him. I had the same exact feeling. So it felt right that I would move in with Cus and Camille. Cus was so happy. I couldn’t understand why this white man was so happy about me. He would look at me and laugh hysterically. Then he’d get on the phone and tell people, “Lightning has struck me twice. I have another heavyweight champion. He’s only thirteen.”


One of the first nights that I stayed over at the house on one of the home visits, Cus took me into the living room, where we could talk alone.


“You know I’ve been waiting for you,” he told me. “I’ve been thinking about you since 1969. If you meditate long enough on something, you get a picture. And the picture told me that I would make another champion. I conjured you up with my mind and now you’re finally here.”
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My whole life changed on June 20, 1980. Actually it was a week later. I had been going up to see Cus for a few months and I was listening to his promises of wealth and fame, but I wasn’t all in. I didn’t know how to be that guy Cus was talking about. But then while I was back at Tryon we watched the replay of the first Sugar Ray Leonard–Roberto Durán fight. And everything just clicked. I finally understood fighting. Both these guys were aggressive yet elusive and they were fighting their asses off. It was breathtaking.


People were applauding and going crazy and my dick got hard. I wanted people applauding me. The whole energy in my mind and my body coalesced. I knew what happened with my life was going to happen in that ring. I thought, “I’m going to dedicate my life to this. If I don’t do this, I’d rather die.”


I wasn’t supposed to be released from Tryon until October but Cus got together with Mrs. Coleman, my social worker, and since I was fourteen and so big they decided it would be better for me to start school with the rest of the class in September. She loved Cus to death. He was one of those white guys who knew how to talk to the minorities. I should have been in the seventh grade but they put me in eighth because I was too damned big and scary.


It was hard to adjust at first. I’m from the gutter, from an institution, and all of a sudden I’m a middle-class kid in a white neighborhood. You come from hell and the next thing you know, you’re in heaven but you’re still the devil. Can you believe I was fourteen and I’d never seen a rose in my life, only on television? I thought only rich people had roses. The first time that I stayed over at the house, I asked Camille if I could have some and I cut them and took them back to reform school. Is that some poor black motherfucker shit or what? I didn’t know I could buy a rose for two dollars. I saw a rose and I thought I was at Fort Knox. Right after I moved in, I stole money from Teddy Atlas’s wallet. It was just a reflex. Teddy would go to Cus and say, “He’s got to be taking the money. Nothing was missing until he got here.” Cus said, “No, it’s not him.” In the back of my mind I probably was planning to rob Cus too. But as I settled in and got with Cus’s mission, I got that filth out of me.


School was pretty awkward for me. I was so much bigger than my classmates. I was up to 210 pounds by then. When I went into my new classes, they thought I was the teacher. I felt like shit. School wasn’t where I wanted to be. I was never part of that system. I only wanted to be a fighter. I didn’t know many black kids at school. Maybe 20 percent of the school was black and the black kids were the ones rejecting me because I was with this white family. They called me Mighty Joe Young because I was so big. I knew a couple of kids from the gym but it wasn’t easy making new friends because I was a shy guy. I made friends with some of the other outcasts there, the stoners. I’d go hang out at their houses and smoke pot. Then I found out my roommate Frankie was into weed and we’d smoke together.


The main reason that I hated school was that it was distracting me from my gym work. I’d wake up around four in the morning and do some running. Then I’d go back up to my room and do around five hundred sit-ups and push-ups. Then I might do ten sprints on the property, just running back and forth. This was all before school.


The first time that Bobby Stewart came down to spar with me after I had moved in, Cus told him, “Don’t fool with Mike. Believe me, he’s improved immensely.” I didn’t know until later, but Bobby had been working out twice a day just to keep up with me. We started sparring and he was doing a lot better than I was and I started crying.


I was a perfectionist. If things don’t go my way, my life is over. Pull the plug. That’s my mentality. I was so desperate to achieve. Plus I wanted to succeed for Cus. For the first time in my life someone was telling me that there was no one better than me.


Cus was as obsessive as I was about boxing. He really didn’t think of anything else. He never went to movies. He didn’t watch TV shows. He didn’t know who the famous entertainers of that era were. If your name wasn’t John Wayne, Judy Garland, or James Cagney, he didn’t know about you. All he wanted to talk about was boxing. And I was happy to pepper him with questions about all the fighters that I was reading about in the Boxing Encyclopedia. As I settled into the house, Cus began to tell me how he got into boxing.


In 1936, when he was twenty-eight, Cus opened the Gramercy Gym on 14th Street in Manhattan. He wanted to perpetuate the memory of his brother Gerry, but he also wanted to have a champion. One of Cus’s heroes was “Slapsie” Maxie Rosenbloom, the then light heavyweight champ of the world. He saw that Maxie traveled around town in a chauffeured Rolls-Royce and people treated him like a king. “After you’re champ, you’re going to have a chauffeured Rolls too,” Cus told me. All of a sudden, my life was mapped out after this Jewish guy Maxie.


Cus found a big loft on 14th Street and started figuring out how to pay the forty dollars a month rent. Years earlier, after he saw the plans to create a big highway in the Bronx called the Bruckner Expressway, Cus had helped one of his friends. Knowing that there would be a lot of traffic, Cus told his friend, who opened four gas stations along that stretch and made a ton of money. He was happy to pay Cus’s rent every month. There were probably ten other gyms in town but Cus felt that his knowledge of boxing was considerably more than any of the other trainers, so he was confident that he’d be a success.


Cus got a used ring from an old boxer and his brothers helped him build out the rest of the gym. But it was smack in the Depression and at first nobody came to the gym. Then one day a committee of about six mothers came up to see Cus. They pleaded with him to get their kids off the streets and out of trouble. Lower Manhattan was a tough area at that time and there was no Police Athletic League or any positive influence in these kids’ lives. The mothers had no money to pay Cus but he didn’t care. In fact, he never charged anyone a nickel to spar in the gym for the next thirty years. One of the reasons Cus picked that location, aside from the cheap rent, was that he knew the best fighters came out of tough neighborhoods. And Cus had one rule: if you did well and went pro, then he would manage you.


The gym was up three flights of rickety stairs. If you stood at the bottom of the stairs, you could see all the way up to the top. It was like you were climbing a stairway to heaven. Once you got up to the top, there was a big hole in the door, patched up with mesh wiring, and there was a huge watchdog that would smash up against the mesh, barking like crazy. Cus always said he could determine a lot about the character of a kid who made that trek up the stairs. He even called that walk “the trial.” If a kid came up alone and wasn’t deterred by the dog and pushed the door open and said he wanted to be a fighter, Cus knew he had something to work with. But if someone brought a kid there, it was a different story. “Now, if they were brought up by somebody, I knew I had my work cut out for me,” Cus said, “because that fellow didn’t have the discipline or a desire strong enough at the time to come up there by himself and open the door and say, ‘I want to be a fighter.’ ”


Right from the beginning, Cus wasn’t satisfied with just being a trainer. He also aspired to be a manager. “To be a real manager one must know all aspects of boxing. He must know emotions, publicity, management, fighters, how to train. A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. A manager must control the situation so even if he doesn’t do the thing himself he can direct how the thing gets done,” Cus told an interviewer once. Part of that job description was match-making. Cus was incredibly cautious with his fighters and he always tried to match them up with someone they could beat, because an early defeat could be devastating to a boxer’s psyche. “I’m not in this business to get my guys massacred,” he told The New York Times.


Picking opponents wasn’t always easy. One time Cus was tricked and agreed to a fight with a guy from Long Island he hadn’t heard anything about. “Almost as soon as the bell rang I realized my guy wasn’t fighting no preliminary fighter. My guy got hit with everything and was knocked down ten times and I kept yelling to the referee, ‘Stop it, stop it!’ not wanting to get my guy ruined. After the fight I went into the locker room and my guy looks up and says, ‘Cus, I’m sorry I let you down.’ ‘You didn’t let me down. I let you down. I overmatched you.’ Then I went over to collect the money and I heard the phone ring and somebody says it’s a long-distance call asking for the result of the match. I knew then that this white boy wasn’t no amateur from Long Island; he’d been brought in from another part of the country.” Cus was furious and smashed his right fist into his left palm. “I don’t make many mistakes like that!”


Cus was happy to teach anyone how to box. At one point he even trained some showgirls and taught them some boxing moves for a show that was being mounted. But Cus first got a reputation for training deaf and dumb boxers, or “dummies,” as they were called back in those politically incorrect days. He thought they were great fighters because their sense of vision was so acute. “The ability to see is a fighter’s biggest asset and dummies are so much better in interpreting things and responding to them instantly—those little signs that a punch is going to be thrown. They are very hard to hit,” Cus said. To work with them Cus learned sign language. I watched him do it. It was so weird because he did it so hard and fast, almost violently. It looked like he was fighting. He also used his ability to read lips. That came in handy, because by the time I got with Cus, he was nearly deaf. He used to say to me, “Let me look at you. Talk to me right now.” He told me that he used to look across the ring between rounds and if the other trainer didn’t have his back turned to Cus, he would figure out what the guy was telling his fighter.


Cus was so known for his work with deaf and dumb fighters that boxing people started calling him Dummy D’Amato. But Cus still hadn’t made a dent in the boxing business, and in 1942, after six years at the Gramercy, he was drafted into the Army. Before he even entered the Army, Cus began a strict regimen of self-discipline. Cus told Gay Talese, “I went into the Army prepared to die,” but I’m sure he must have known that his bum eye would have kept him out of combat. He still began to put his body through some pretty heavy shit just to be prepared for all eventualities. He started by sleeping on the floor of his gym. Half the time he was sleeping on a cot in the office there, so that wasn’t such a deprivation. But then he set his alarm clock to ring at random times during the night so he conditioned himself to waking up refreshed no matter the hour. He walked out in freezing weather without a coat.


Once he got in the barracks he continued his self-mortification practices. He slept on the floor, which was handy if they did a sneaky inspection. He shaved using only cold water. Cus used to have an expression that would pop into his mind when he was in the Army: “I will execute any command!” And he took it to the moon. He stood at attention for hours at a time and he practiced his salute like a madman until it was perfect. When his troop found themselves out on bivouac and flies were swarming them, making it impossible to eat, Cus made up his mind to not swat away the next insect. It turned out to be a spider, not a fly, and Cus put a piece of bread over it, closed his eyes, and ate it! Listen, I’m a weird dude today because of this guy. His whole thing was to discipline yourself to the point of rejecting pleasure.


His bad eye eventually did get him out of any dangerous combat and Cus wound up as a military police officer stateside for three years. He was assigned to guard some Russian deserters who were fighting for the Germans and became POWs. After a few shifts he refused the assignment because he had compassion for the Russians who were being tormented by American soldiers. Cus was such a model soldier that they allowed him to get out of it.


But Cus was even more incensed by the horrible way that black American soldiers were treated by both southern soldiers and northern civilians. Cus was coaching a boxing team, composed mainly of black GIs, and he took them to a restaurant in Trenton, New Jersey, for a bite to eat before going to Fort Dix, where the fights were to take place. Cus asked for a table for a party of ten. Six of the ten were black. The cashier pulled Cus aside and said, “We can serve you but not them,” indicating the black boxers who were in uniform. Cus freaked out and started screaming how the black soldiers were protecting people like the cashier and that he better serve them. By now, the whole restaurant was looking at him and he had to be restrained by his fighters. They pulled Cus out of the restaurant with him still screaming at the customers who continued to eat.


When the team went to the South for exhibitions it was worse. Hotels refused to let the black boxers get a room and Cus wound up sleeping with his black fighters in a public park. Those black fighters never forgot what Cus had done for them. That kind of segregation was par for the course then, even for pro fighters. If black champions found themselves in a town where they didn’t know anybody, then they had to sleep in the park and defend their title the next night.


Cus was most upset by the racism of southern soldiers. He told me a story of how he rescued his friend, a sergeant named Murphy, who was actually Italian, from a bunch of rednecks. Cus was getting some money from managing the boxing team so he had enough to have a steady supply of cigarettes and cookies. These rednecks would come by and bum cigarettes and cookies and Cus always gave them some. One day, the rednecks got drunk and showed their true colors by singing lynching songs. Cus was irate that his friend Murphy was cornered by the rednecks. So Cus got some of his black boxers and planned a mission to rescue his friend. “Do you hear what they’re singing?” he told them. “We got to go get Murphy.” The black soldiers were scared but Cus persuaded them and they “rescued” Murphy. Cus was so proud of that. He made it sound like he was a general and he had rallied his troops and got Murphy back home safe.


Cus told me he got nothing out of the Army because he was already self-disciplined. At one point while I was living with him I got a weird idea that maybe I should join the Army.


“What, are you crazy?” he shouted. “You want the military to think for you? You want to do everything they say? You want to go back to slavery?” That was the last time I ever mentioned that idea.


_____


 


CUS WAS ALWAYS ACKNOWLEDGED as being one of the first trainers to concentrate on the psychology of his boxers. At various times during his career he said that boxing was 50, 60, and once even 85 percent mental. So early in his career he began developing psychological theories of behavior that could be applied to boxing. One of the first places he looked was the work of Sigmund Freud. “People talk about me reading Freud, but all I ever read of him was ten chapters in one of those paperback books I picked up somewhere,” he told Sports Illustrated. “I read those ten chapters [and then] it was getting technical so I put the book away.” Freud “hadn’t told me anything I didn’t know already,” he told another reporter.


Cus began my psychological training for real once I moved into the house. The first thing he did was to give me a book by Peter Heller called “In This Corner . . . !” It was a great book because it was interviews with all-time great fighters. Cus thought that this was essential reading because all these immortals were admitting their fears in the book. Controlling fear and making it work for you was the cornerstone of Cus’s philosophy of life. Giants like Jack Dempsey were as scared as I was. He’s a Cancer like me, very emotional. But once he got into that ring, you would never think that he was a frightened guy. Deep down he thought he was a coward, same as me. Yet he was the face of ferocity when he was fighting. Ain’t that something?


Henry Armstrong was another guy who, like Dempsey, was a hobo during the Great Depression. Riding the rails, getting to a new town, fighting for food, getting beat up—that’s how they learned to fight. Armstrong would get up in the morning and run fifteen miles to work and then run fifteen miles home and then he would train. You know what his job was? Hitting spikes into railroad rails for eight hours a day. Man. He was the only guy with three championships simultaneously, three out of twelve. Cus thought he was the epitome of determination and will, who crushed his opponent’s spirit.


But the best example of learning about fear was the Willie Ritchie story. That’s how I learned to have steel nerves. Ritchie was a Polish lightweight who had the championship in 1912. He fought a guy who was a little bigger and it was a tough fight but they called it a draw. The promoter smacked Willie on his back and said, “Hey, you got lucky tonight, kid. You’ve got to fight a rematch in two weeks.” Ritchie was petrified. He thought the guy had kicked his ass and he had gotten a gift. He was so scared that it took him an hour to tie his fucking shoes and put his shorts on and get in the gym and work out. At the weigh-in he was sweating. He couldn’t eat, he thought he was sick, he thought he was going to get killed. As he was about to weigh in his opponent’s manager came up and smacked him on the back and said, “Okay, we took it easy on you last time, tonight we’re knocking you out quick.” Ritchie was an emotional wreck, but he didn’t show his fear to anybody. He was about to call the fight off but somehow he summoned up his discipline and got up on the scale. Then he waited for the other guy. After a few hours it was clear that his opponent wasn’t showing. Ritchie got the whole purse. What Ritchie learned from that was no matter how frightened he was—and he was frightened like he was about to see Satan—his opponent was more afraid of him. When I read that story I knew I had that advantage, I knew how they felt and they didn’t know how I felt. Even though I was afraid when I was fighting, I thought, “They’re more afraid of me than I am of them.”


Besides making me read the book, Cus gave me what he called “The Talk.” Cus felt that most kids who want to be fighters hadn’t learned how to cope emotionally. He thought that to teach a fighter, you had to first solve his emotional problems and do it in a way that the pupil is no longer embarrassed about feeling things like fear. Cus called that peeling away the layers of personality. His theories were very similar to those of Wilhelm Reich, a pupil of Freud’s, who talked about a person’s essential life force, orgone energy, getting bound throughout the body by an armoring process that had to be manipulated until the life force could be released. Once you peeled away the layers of childhood trauma and embarrassment, then you could be receptive to Cus’s teachings.


I’ve heard a hundred different versions of Cus’s fear rap, but the way he laid it out in the sixties when he was interviewed for a video that was produced by Jim Jacobs—who would go on to be my first manager—is really special.


“When I have a new boy, the first thing I do is give him a lecture. And although I don’t expect him to remember, fully, the things I tell him, by repetition once I give him the complete lecture, I expect him, when circumstances present themselves related to the lecture, that they might possibly recall what I have said and therefore not be intimidated by the circumstances they come to face with,” Cus said. “Now, the lecture of fear goes something like this: All people are afraid. Being afraid is a very normal, healthy thing. If an individual was not afraid, I would have to send them to a psychiatrist to find out what was wrong. Nature gave us fear in order to survive. And of course fear is our best friend. Without fear we would all die, we’d do something foolish or stupid, which would cause our death, or being crippled. But also, fear is something which has to be controlled. I always compare it to fire. Fear, like fire, must be controlled and, once it gets out of control, like fire, could destroy everything around, not only the individual—everything around you. So once you control fear like fire, you could make it work for you. Without fire we wouldn’t have the civilization we now recognize, or recognize today. But the fighter who controls his fear can now function in a manner far over and beyond anything he was capable of before.


“No matter how ugly a person is, no matter whether he bathes or not, if he saves my life—if he’s always there when I’m in trouble—then I forget about how obnoxious he is. I look upon him as my friend and accept him as such. Well, that’s what fear is. Fear is your friend and nature gave us fear in order for us to survive. And I give the example of the deer crossing an open field and coming to the forest and instinct telling him danger is present in the trees, perhaps in the form of a mountain lion. At that moment the adrenal gland injects adrenaline into the bloodstream, the heart beats faster, enabling the deer to perform an extraordinary feat of agility. In the first leap, [the deer can] possibly jump thirty, forty feet, sufficient to get out of the immediate danger, and the natural asset of speed which nature gave it would save it. Now, we, as human beings, in my opinion, we tame these qualities, so they are somewhat dormant because we live in a civilized atmosphere, but nevertheless, faced with a situation that intuition tells us danger is present, these natural assets that nature gave us to survive come to the surface and if we don’t panic, if we maintain the discipline and the control over it, we can use them and they not only will help us survive the particular instance, but continued success will give us a comfort that is so strong and a foundation so powerful that in time we can get to overcome almost anything.”


“So you explain to your fighter that this feeling of fear, prior to a fight, is normal and healthy and that he shouldn’t be apprehensive about it?” Jimmy asked.


“Not only that but before they have a fight, I tell them what they’re going to experience. The night before his first fight, just say it’s an amateur fight, he won’t be able to sleep all night. I say, ‘When you wake up in the morning, you’re going to say, “How in the world am I going to fight? I didn’t sleep last night.”’ The only consolation I could offer him is that his opponent went through the same thing. So in effect, it’s an even fight. Secondly, when he gets in that corner and looks across the ring at his opponent, that fellow is going to be the biggest, most powerful person in the world. When he gets in the corner and loosens up, that fellow is going to look like the most experienced fighter, although it’s his first fight. This is the imagination at work, exaggerating the obstacles. But if he remembers the things I tell him, he knows that I told him this was going to happen and then he faces this with confidence. And when he knows this and understands this, and confronts the type of situation I explained long before he gets into the ring, his opponent now is less intimidating. Hopefully some of my words will reach him in that fearful state, just before the bell rings.”


Cus did get something out of his time in the Army. He was issued a paperback to read called Psychology for the Fighting Man: What You Should Know About Yourself and Others. It was published by the National Research Council’s Emergency Committee on Psychology and some of America’s leading psychologists contributed to it, among them Gordon Allport and E. G. Boring of Harvard University. The book focused on the psychology of ordinary GIs, not their higher-level officers, and it was full of practical information on boosting morale and adjusting to Army life.


The book contained a frank discussion about fear. When you read it, you can see how it helped hone Cus’s theories about both fear and the importance of traumatic childhood experiences. “The mental habits of childhood are usually carried on in more or less disguised form all through life. This is sometimes good and sometimes bad for the adult, depending on what sort of childhood he had.” In chapter 9, the authors talk about how habit formation is an excellent stage of learning. “No action ever becomes automatic by learning in words how to perform it but without actually practicing it. But by repetition the operation of a machine or a rifle gets itself reduced to habit so that it becomes almost or entirely mechanical.” This would form the basis of Cus’s insistence that boxing is best learned through repetition and was echoed in Cus’s training innovation called the “Willie Bag,” which I’ll get to later.


Cus didn’t make these lectures seem abstract. He always brought in his own life experience and told his pupils that he, too, experienced fear. When he was about fourteen, there was a man in the Bronx who hid in lonely places and jumped out and attacked people. The newspapers called him the Gorilla Man. One night, Cus was late getting home and he decided to take a shortcut through a vacant lot with grass as high as Cus’s head. He was walking down the path when he saw a murky figure in front of him. It looked like a giant with its arms spread out, ready to attack. Cus was sure it was the Gorilla Man. His first instinct was to get the hell out of there but then he checked himself. “If I run now, I’ll never be able to take this shortcut again,” he thought. So he confronted his fear and marched straight ahead. And the “Gorilla Man” was only a tree that had most of its branches cut off. In the darkness, its silhouette looked just like a gorilla’s. Cus said that proved that there is nothing as bad as imagination. From then on, anytime he was confronted with an obstacle in life, he would say to himself, “That’s just a tree in my path.”


When Cus was twenty, he had his first fight in a gym. He was hanging around a gym, hitting the heavy bags, when a manager who was there seemed impressed and asked him if he’d like to box. He put Cus in with Baby Arizmendi, a Mexican fighter who trained at that gym. Arizmendi had beaten the great Henry Armstrong twice! “While I was waiting I experienced fear in the ring for the first time in my life,” Cus told a reporter. “I couldn’t understand what was making me feel this way. My heart was pounding. I thought it might be that I was afraid, but I wasn’t sure. Going into that ring was like going to the electric chair.”


Arizmendi beat the crap out of Cus, breaking his nose and closing his one good eye. He asked Cus if he wanted to go another round and Cus confronted his fear and they sparred some more. At the end Baby went over to Cus. “What a tough monkey you are!” he complimented him. It was an acknowledgment that Cus had learned to conquer his fear. Cus used that incident to make sure that his fighters were never ashamed of being afraid, that it was normal to feel fear.


Cus told me that in all his years in boxing, there were only two fighters who never experienced any fear. The first was a deaf mute Cus managed who would routinely take a horrible beating. The other guy was a Jewish boxer named Artie Diamond. Diamond was discovered when, on his first day as a newspaper peddler, he beat up an older man who had the corner Artie wanted. After a stint in the Navy, Artie came back and started training under Cus. But Cus realized he was not a normal guy when he was on the way to the ring for his first amateur bout. “I come into the ring and I’m holding the rope down and all of a sudden I hear a dog growling,” Cus told one of his pupils. “I’m like, ‘Who the hell has got a dog?’ And I look around and it’s Artie coming under the bottom rope, growling, frothing at his mouth.” The bell rang and Artie charged out and gave his opponent a savage beating.


“Artie got hit to prove he wasn’t afraid,” Cus said. “Not that he was a macho man. He was just a maniac.” Despite Artie’s 18–2 amateur record, including fifteen straight KOs, Cus forced Artie to retire at twenty-two after a few years as a pro because he was taking too much unnecessary punishment. A few weeks later Artie and a few friends took out an armored truck in the South Bronx. In the struggle, Artie shot the guard in the head, paralyzing him for life. He was sent to Sing Sing to serve a seven-and-a-half-to-fifteen-year sentence. On his first day in prison, Artie was strolling through the yard smoking a cigar, when a big black inmate approached him.


“Hey, come here, good-looking.” The black guy hissed.


Artie couldn’t believe he was talking to him.


“White boy, I’m talking to you.”


“How can I help you?” Artie said, playing dumb.


The black guy pulled Artie toward him and told him that he’d have a pleasant stay with all the cigars and contraband food he could want—as long as he’d be the black guy’s number one bitch. Artie nodded agreement and took the black guy’s head in his hands. He leaned over as if he was going to whisper sweet nothings in the guy’s ear but he suddenly let out a bloodcurdling shriek and bit a large chunk of the guy’s ear off. As the black guy ran away in pain, Artie calmly looked at his huge audience in the yard, spit out pieces of the ear, and snarled. Years later Artie would say, “Everybody was sitting there laughing and I turned around and I spit it at them. That was my only regret in my life. I should have chewed it and swallowed it and showed them how vicious I really was.”


Artie was sent to the hole for a month, and on the day he got out he asked around to find out who were the bosses among the various ethnic groups in the prison. He then proceeded to beat the shit out of each one of them in one day. After eight years, Cus was able to get Artie out of jail by hiring him as José Torres’s conditioning coach. I bet José listened to everything Artie said. Artie did a few more stints in jail and then he came out and got a job as head of security for a Spanish nightclub. He got involved in a dispute with a patron and he was shot once in the heart and died. Artie never had any fear. “He couldn’t have died any other way,” Cus said.


Besides learning to control his fear, Cus had a very unusual experience that first time he boxed the great Mexican Arizmendi. During the second round of that sparring session, suddenly Cus got what he called a “picture in my mind.” He saw himself stepping to the side and throwing an uppercut that landed square on Baby’s chin. He had become detached from his body in the middle of the fight. He became impervious to the blows that Arizmendi was landing, as if they were hitting someone else. It was like his mind was directing somebody else in the ring. Cus told me that he had another out-of-body experience like this one when he was lying down on his bed and suddenly he felt he was up in the ceiling looking down at himself.


From these experiences Cus realized that a key element for a fighter being successful was for him to act intuitively and impersonally, to rid himself of the baggage of his emotions in the ring. It wasn’t just being alert, as his deaf and dumb fighters were because they didn’t have the distractions of sound. More important was to develop an intuitive sense of what your opponent was going to do. If you know that a punch is coming at you a split second before it’s thrown, then you can respond almost casually. You can start moving and the punch will miss you. Cus was all about projecting what you want to project. You always have to appear to be what your opponent can’t be. You have to set the rules. He was all about abusing your opponent psychologically, confusing the enemy.


When Cus would talk to me about all this, he stressed that what he meant by “intuitive thinking” was acting unconsciously. Intuitive thinking wasn’t distorted by any emotional interference. You became like a robot or a computer. Like Nike used to say in that commercial: Just do it. Or like Cus used to tell us: the body knows things that the mind doesn’t know it knows. You have to do it in a split second—you can’t have a chance to think about it. If you do, you’ll get hit.


Years after Cus had developed this theory of controlling your emotions and getting to an intuitive state, he talked to Norman Mailer about it one day in Mailer’s house in Stockbridge. Cus recounted that conversation to a Mailer biographer. “We talked at length and probably more deeply about the mind and emotions in boxing than we had before. I gave him my definition of a real pro: a man who can be completely impersonal, who doesn’t allow his emotions to get involved with anything he does, who’s able to be constantly objective. I don’t like to say a lot of these things to just anyone, because people say, ‘He’s some kind of screwball.’ But with someone like Norman it’s okay. Anyway, while we were talking he suddenly excused himself and came back with a book, Zen [in] the Art of Archery. He asked if I’d read it, and I told him, no, I’d never heard of Zen. He said, ‘Are you sure? Because you don’t know it, but you practice Zen.’ Later, having read the book several times, I realized that the principles I use do involve that kind of thing, developing an impersonal state without interference from any emotions. We talked about fear, because when you become impersonal you control fear, separate it from your mind and body. Because of my concentration I’ve been hit by blows and never felt them. I was there but outside my body: I could see myself throwing punches, just like I was watching somebody else, and it happens automatically, intuitively.”


By the time I came to Cus, he was using that Zen book as part of his curriculum. Cus probably thought it was too hard for me to read when I was fourteen, so he read it to me. The book is the account of a German philosophy professor who studied a form of Japanese archery for six years in Japan in the 1920s. And in listening to Cus read the book’s introduction, by Daisetz Suzuki, a famous Zen scholar, I knew that this wasn’t just some lessons to apply to boxing but that they were life lessons as well.


“One of the most significant features we notice in the practice of archery, and in fact of all the arts as they are studied in Japan and probably also in other Far Eastern countries, is that they are not intended for utilitarian purposes only or for purely aesthetic enjoyments, but are meant to train the mind; indeed, to bring it into contact with the ultimate reality. Archery is, therefore, not practiced solely for hitting the target; the swordsman does not wield the sword just for the sake of outdoing his opponent; the dancer does not dance just to perform certain rhythmical movements of the body,” Mr. Suzuki wrote. “The mind has first to be attuned to the Unconscious. If one really wants to be master of an art, technical knowledge of it is not enough. One has to transcend technique so that the art becomes an ‘artless art’ growing out of the Unconscious. In the case of archery, the hitter and the hit are no longer two opposing objects, but are one reality. The archer ceases to be conscious of himself as the one who is engaged in hitting the bull’s-eye which confronts him. This state of unconsciousness is realized only when, completely empty and rid of the self, he becomes one with the perfecting of his technical skill. . . . Zen is the ‘everyday mind.’ . . .


“Man is a thinking reed but his great works are done when he is not calculating and thinking. ‘Childlikeness’ has to be restored with long years of training in the art of self-forgetfulness. When this is attained, man thinks yet he does not think. He thinks like the showers coming down from the sky; he thinks like the waves rolling on the ocean; he thinks like the stars illuminating the nightly heavens; he thinks like the green foliage shooting forth in the relaxing spring breeze. Indeed, he is the showers, the ocean, the stars, the foliage. When a man reaches this stage of ‘spiritual’ development he is a Zen artist of life. He does not need like the painter, a canvas, brushes and paint; nor does he require, like the archer, the bow and arrow and target. He has his limbs, body, head and other parts. His hands and feet are the brushes and the whole universe is the canvas on which he depicts his life for seventy, eighty, or even ninety years. This picture is called ‘history.’ ”


CUS USED A VARIETY of methods to implement these theories. One time an amateur boxer of his named Paul Mangiamele was doing well in a fight and he got a little cocky, tied up his opponent and looked over to his corner, where Cus was sitting ringside. He winked and mouthed the words “I got this.” When the fight was over, Cus let him have it.


“Don’t you ever do that again!” Cus screamed. “You don’t go into the ring to fuck around. You keep your focus. You take your mind off what you’re doing and you’re going to get hurt.” That was the last time Paul pulled something like that.


My roommate Frankie Mincelli used to get all worked up before his fights. So Cus used one of our communal dinners to try to calm him down. “You got to tell yourself to completely relax, to be able to see everything that’s going on. A man who is thinking and worrying about getting hit is not gonna have a good sense of anticipation,” Cus said. “He will, in fact, get hit. And when you get hit, that’s when you gotta be calmest. A professional fighter has got to learn how to hit and not get hit, and at the same time be exciting.”
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