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Introduction

 

Let's invite many of the greatest boxers, and their contemporaries, to tell their own stories, some true, others tales based on history. Peter Jackson barges into John L. Sullivan's hotel room to demand a fight. Jim Jeffries regales listeners about his barroom confrontation with Jack Johnson. A bar owner discusses the violent alcoholism of Battling Siki. Jack Dempsey and his detractors hold forth. Sonny Liston stars in three stories. Nelson Mandela boxes Barack Obama. The top 13 heavyweights are identified. Muhammad Ali, Jerry Quarry, Emanuel Steward, Alexis Arguello, Lennox Lewis, and Archie Moore and others also share experiences. They're frank about their serious business. They know there can always be Death in the Ring.
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Fantasies




Drinks on the Champ


 

A long time ago, in the early 1880s when John L. Sullivan had just become heavyweight champion, he toured the country and offered a hundred dollars or more to anyone who could last four rounds, and I decided to try him.  I’d done some boxing with the neighborhood guys and was taller and heavier than Sullivan though not as muscular.  After a handler laced on my gloves, I walked to the center of the ring, which was really a mat surrounded by people, and looked at the biggest, meanest face you’ve ever seen.  Even his handlebar mustache seemed tough as steel.  I decided to begin cautiously, since my goal was to survive rather than actually beat Sullivan, and jabbed at his nose.  I believe I touched it, and was most encouraged, and continued jabbing until I felt an explosion.  Sometime later I came to on the mat.  

A couple of minutes after that I was able to stand, and Sullivan strode over and said, “No one can take my right, but I admire those who try.  Come on, let’s have a few.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, and unsteadily joined him in a carriage with a couple of men from his group. Sullivan led us into a large saloon, bellowing hellos and shaking hands and patting shoulders, and slammed money onto the bar and roared: “I can lick any man in the room, but don’t worry about that.  Drinks are on me.” He drank faster than anyone I’ve seen, and everyone gathered around to listen to the most dynamic man in the world.  He grew louder each drink and beckoned some of the ladies employed by the saloon.  They may not have been nice by society’s standard but sure were pretty, and all of them smiled at Sullivan, who nuzzled them and winked at me and said, “Can’t decide which two I want.”

I think alcohol interested him more than women but quite late he did choose two and disappeared.  Shortly thereafter I suffered my second knockout of the night, this one a left hook by whiskey.


Peter Jackson for Mr. Sullivan

 

I don’t have to publicly say the somewhat older and smaller John L. Sullivan is afraid of me.  A few prominent pugilists as well as candid journalists are kindly proffering that information.  However much the bibulous champion may despise people of my race, he knows my strength, quickness, and grace would make me a most formidable opponent and, I should think, our meeting an inevitable consequence of public desire.  I’ve outboxed and battered the best competitors in Australia and San Francisco, and Mr. Sullivan is the only logical man to fight after he beats Jake Kilrain during seventy-five bare knuckle rounds somewhere in rural Louisiana.  My manager Charles Davies and I learn the champion is convalescing in Chicago, where I’m visiting Mr. Davies, and we hasten to the hotel.  

To the innkeeper, Mr. Davies says, “Will you please tell John L. Sullivan that Peter Jackson and Charles Davies are here to see him?”

“Just a moment.”

He walks up the stairs and soon returns to say, “Mr. Sullivan is busy and will not be receiving you.”

“Do you suppose that Mr. Sullivan will ever receive Mr. Jackson?” asks Mr. Davies. 

The innkeeper misses the irony, I think, and returns to his life behind the counter.

As if divinely prompted, Mr. Davies and I nod at each other and march up the stairs.

“Gentlemen, wait…”

We ignore him and walk straight to a door where a large pudgy man stands.

“Peter Jackson to see Mr. Sullivan,” I say.

“He already said he doesn’t want to.”

“Sir, I’ve come a long way, thousands of miles, actually, and must speak to him now.”

“He doesn’t like niggers.”

I fire a textbook right to his jaw, and he graciously curls onto the carpet.  Mr. Davies opens the door, and I enter first.  Mr. Sullivan tries to get out of bed but can’t.  His face is bruised and swollen, his body stiff.

“Mr. Sullivan, forgive this untimely entry, but you’ve been ignoring my request for a fight.”

“Get the hell outta here.”

“Once we’ve taken care of business.”

“You’re a coward, coming here when I’m like this.”

“You misunderstand, Mr. Sullivan.  I more than anyone am concerned about your health.  When you’re well, we’ll make each other quite rich, indeed.”

“I’ve never fought a black man and never will.”

“I’ve resolved, Mr. Sullivan, that we’ll either fight for money before a vast audience or for free in the street.”

“The latter’s fine with me.”

“You’re not thinking clearly,” says Mr. Davies.

“Perhaps a drink would help,” I say.

“My doctor said no alcohol for at least two more weeks.”

“The gentleman sounds like a prig,” I say.  “You must relax to properly heal.”

Mr. Davies reopens the door, and to the fallen sentinel says, “It appears you’re all right, sir.  Make haste and bring us three buckets of champagne.”








Jim Jeffries at the Bar


 

More than forty years ago right here in San Francisco at this very bar, must’ve been around 1904, I was drinking with some admirers when Jack Johnson strutted in and demanded I fight him for my heavyweight championship of the world. For about a minute I listened to his boasts about speed and defense and how he’d carve me up, then told him to get out before I knocked him out.  Johnson persisted, what an obnoxious fellow he was, so I reached into my coat, grabbed about two grand, and slammed it on the bar and said, “Let’s go down to the cellar, and this money’s yours if you make it back up the stairs.”

“I ain’t no cellar fighter,” he said, “and you’re afraid of blacks.”

“This way,” I said, pointing the index finger of a big left hand ready to flatten him.

Johnson darted the other way, out the door.  What he said’s a lie and I’ll show you why.  Look at our records.  I beat Joe Choynski at his best in 1897.  The slender but savage left hooker got enough sympathy points to receive a draw after twenty rounds.  Any sober observer knows I won the fight and he survived.  In 1901 aging Joe stiffened young Jack Johnson with a single left high on his head, and not even Johnson would claim Joe could’ve ever done that to me.

And what about Hank Griffin, a good black fighter I knocked out in 1896 and battered four rounds in 1901, letting him survive so he could collect a hundred bucks.  Let me tell you, Hank Griffin outboxed Jack Johnson about six weeks later to win a decision and the following year twice confused and fought him to a draw.  Really, I’m glad a man weak as Johnson didn’t go into that cellar with me.  He’d have fallen like Bob Fitzsimmons and Jim Corbett, white heavyweight champions I knocked out twice each.  

And let’s take a look at Peter Jackson.  Right, Jackson was about thirty-seven at the time but I’d been reading since I was a kid that this “magnificent black warrior” was the best fighter in the world, far better than the great John L. Sullivan.  Thirty-seven isn’t that old.  Admit it.  Jackson couldn’t match or avoid my power, and twice I decked him in the second round and stopped him in the third. 

That’s the record.  I fought and beat black boxers and gave Jack Johnson a chance right here.  So people ask, what happened against Johnson in 1910?  By god, I’m telling you I was poisoned and don’t know why I didn’t understand that then but damn sure do after thinking about it forty years.  There’s no other way Jack Johnson could’ve beaten me, even when I was thirty-five and hadn’t fought in six years.  In training camp I lost all fat and beat hell out of sparring partners and was good as ever.  But you know damn well in the fight   I was dizzy and confused and weak.  Now, I’m not saying Johnson was guilty.  I’ll give him this: he believed in himself.  I’m sure some gamblers wanted to ride the long odds.  They bet on Johnson and got rich.  

Some whites wanted me to defend their manhood and battle Johnson again but I was sick of fighting or else wouldn’t have quit the first time when I was only twenty-nine.  Not many champions have the sense to do that or leave forever after that first miserable comeback. 








Dancing with Jack 


 

Don’t tell my parents, at least not yet, but I’ve been working at Jack Johnson’s beautiful nightclub in Chicago and living in an apartment with another sporting girl.  I hated being a secretary.  I don’t love entertaining strange men but feel I have to until I get what I want and that’s Jack Johnson.  I’ve never had the feeling I get when he walks into a room.  I’ve never danced with anyone so exciting.  I’ve never been with a man so fine.  I think that’s why lots of whites are scared of him, that and his boxing.  

“You should send your wife away,” I tell him one night.

“Can’t do that.  Etta’s ill.”

“What’s the matter?”

“She a nervous lady.”

“You don’t need that. You need me.”  

“I need the world, baby.”

After Etta shoots herself in their apartment above the club, in 1912, I try to spend more time with Jack but he says, “Lucille’s my girl now.”

“You don’t like her better than me, do you?”

“Afraid I do.”

“You can’t use me like that.”

“That’s what you’re paid for.”

“Fuck you, Jack Johnson.”

He grabs my right wrist and twists.  I think he’s going to hit me like he did poor Jim Jeffries and a few girls around here, and use my left hand to go for his eyes.  He easily blocks that, slaps my face, and says, “You’re fired.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Stanley Ketchel Survives




Reluctantly, I accept the assignment to go back to a dreary 1910 Ozark ranch where the only woman is a plump and rough-looking cook.  When Stanley Ketchel arrives for breakfast, carrying a .44 pistol, he heads for his usual chair but she offers another, and the nervous middleweight champion surveys the kitchen and places the weapon in his lap after he sits.

The cook puts Ketchel’s breakfast on the table.  He picks up his fork.  Behind him, Walter Dipley creeps through the door, gripping a .22 rifle, and shouts, “Get your hands up.”  

“Drop it,” I order, pushing my revolver into Dipley’s back.  He complies.  I shoot him anyway.  So does Ketchel.  

“Had to do it,” I say.  “Far as I’m concerned, this cook is a murderer, too.” 

“I haven’t killed anyone,” she says.

“Your boyfriend was about to,” I say, locking her in a closet.  I open a window and shout for the ranch foreman to fetch the sheriff.  

“Who are you?” Ketchel asks.  He tosses a tablecloth over Dipley.

“I’m your new manager.  You keep all the proceeds but do what the hell I tell you or we rewind the clock and I don’t show up today, and you go home in a box they bury under a twelve-foot gravestone in your beloved Grand Rapids.” 

I don’t see the devil who purportedly lurks in Ketchel’s pretty blue gray eyes.  I see a little boy.

“You’re crazy.”

“So long,” I say.  “You won’t remember this.”

“What do you want?”

“Only what’s right.  Be proud you left home at age fourteen and rode the rails like a bum before you arrived in Montana two years later and worked briefly as a bellhop until you flattened the bouncer and took his job and pounded countless unruly customers and took on all-comers for twenty bucks a week in a theater and had three hundred unofficial brawls before you became a professional and beat almost everyone until you became champion.”

“You think I’m not proud?”

“I’m just setting the stage for what’s gotta change.  No more drinking.”

“You a nun?”

“Your drinking, as much the fights, is why you’re recovering here on this damn ranch.”

“I’m not giving up women.”

“Of course not.  Just get the right ones.”

“That’s private.”

“It is.  But no more smoking opium in bed or anywhere else.”

“Only done it a few times and don’t like it.  But the champagne…”

“Buy champagne for the ladies but never trust a lady who drinks too much.”

“What a boring life.”

“Better than a bullet in the lung.”

“I’m still gonna drive cars fast as I can.”

“Wish you wouldn’t but can’t make an issue of everything.  I want you to have the grand house with a huge music room where friends and family can gather and sing.”

“That’s always been my dream.”

“Then stay away from Jack Johnson.”

“I know I can beat him next time.”

“Bullshit.  Even holding back and casually using his left he bruised your face and dominated the fight.”

“But I damn near won, floored him in the twelfth with a helluva right.”

“That was a lucky punch.  And then what happened?  You ran in, and with a single punch he knocked you colder than a mackerel.  Two of your teeth stuck through your lip, and he brushed two more from his glove.  Any heavyweight you beat doesn’t have great skills, and I’m only going to put you against great fighters your size.”

“I’ve already knocked out all the middleweights.”

“Not the best ones.”

“Who?”

“Harry Greb, Sugar Ray Robinson, Carlos Monzon, and Marvin Hagler.”

“Who the hell are they?”

“The greatest middleweights ever.”

“I can take ‘em.”

“You’ll soon have a chance, three times each.” 

Greb and Ketchel mauled each other, delighting fans and other sadists.  Ketchel got the first split decision, Greb the final two.  Losers cried robbery each time.  Robinson outboxed a lunging and grunting Ketchel twice but was knocked down for an eight count during the second fight, a unanimous victory for the Michigan Assassin.  Monzon, more reckless than Ketchel in personal matters – he killed his wife and fatally crashed his car during a prison furlough – was the model of prudent aggression and decisively decisioned Ketchel their first two fights.  The third time Ketchel penetrated Monzon’s defense and rocked him once or twice a round, starting in the ninth, and satisfied all judges.  Hagler pounded Ketchel their first fight, forcing uncharacteristic retreats, and won nine rounds to three.  Their second encounter was the fight of the millennium, twelve rounds of sustained barbarism resembling the first round of Hagler versus Tommy Hearns.  Hagler won a split decision, and both men vowed never to fight again.  I wouldn’t have been in Ketchel’s corner, anyway, as I was jailed after my third arrest for smoking opium in a cathouse.  Stanley cried when they handcuffed me in court.  

“We’ll pray and sing for you every night,” he promised.








Battling Siki


 

I’ve got a popular speakeasy here in Hell’s Kitchen. We attract plenty of characters and the biggest is Battling Siki.  He went from Senegal to France as a kid and won the light heavyweight title by knocking out national hero Georges Carpentier in a fight Siki was supposed to throw but decided not to when Carpentier hit him harder than agreed.

“Those other stories about you aren’t true, are they?” I ask.

“Which ones?”

“That you strolled around Paris with two Great Danes.”

“They behaved. If they didn’t, I fired my pistol at the sun.  I really preferred African animals.  I walked my lion cub on a leash but he got too big.  Police made me give him to the zoo.  Same with the monkey on my shoulder.  Used to shit all over the apartment. The French claimed I was a disgrace. Why didn’t they blame the monkey? They just didn’t want a black champion.”

Siki says his title was stolen by an Irishman in Dublin and he couldn’t get fights in France, and I know it had to be because of his drinking, which is real bad. He usually starts off hugging everyone, even kisses some guys on the cheek, but after awhile he’s frowning at the guys he kissed and, judging by the tone, cussing them in a variety of languages including English he’s picking up fast.

“I’m going to beat Jack Dempsey.”

Joe says, “That’s why Kid Norfolk kicked your ass. We don’t have weak European fighters here.”

Siki slaps Joe, who falls, and leaves me a tip three times his bill.  

A couple of months later Siki tells Fred, “I need big money against white fighters.”

“You won’t get that till you learn to beat Negroes.”

Siki right hooks him to the jaw.  I help Fred up and think how good guys must be to beat this muscular man.  

“There’ll be no more drinks for you here,” I say, cautiously.  

“No, please, yes.”  He hands me all his money.  “And take my shoes and pants and shirt.  Here, take my ring.” 

In socks and underwear he walks out and takes a taxi, and next day the driver tells me he asked Siki for the fare and the boxer said, “Pull over, I’ll fight you for it.”

That’s not bright anywhere, especially in Hell’s Kitchen. Siki needs to control himself.  Boxing guys tell me he doesn’t like to train and rarely runs in the morning. How could he? He’s drunk about every night and often wakes up in jail. The whole neighborhood’s talking about what happened in a speakeasy not far from here.  Siki told a guy, “I’d be heavyweight champ if I was white.”  

“You’re a bloated light heavyweight loser,” the guy said.

Siki slugged him, picked up a stool, brained the approaching bartender, and fired the stool into the mirror behind the bar. 

Next time I see Siki, he’s got a bunch of stitches closing knife wounds in his face.

“Louis,” I say, “That’s your real name, right?  I read it in the paper. You’ve got a wife here. And a lady and a son back in Paris. I’m telling you straight, you better stop all this stuff so you can take care of them.”

“I have no children,” he says.

“And I have no booze for you.”

Thankfully, he hasn’t been drinking. He starts that somewhere else. Two policemen later see him staggering along the street.  “You want us to arrest you?”

“No thanks, I’m fine.”

Battling Siki stumbles on. He’s heading for his apartment. I imagine he feels pretty bad.  He may not feel the pop. It hits him in the back.  He keeps walking.  There’s another pop but he still keeps moving. He’ll get home.  He’s on his belly now, crawling in the gutter. He’s crawling in Hell’s Kitchen.    

  



 

    

    

 

 








Sam Langford Today 


 

I understand the logic but am still offended by friends and others who’ve often said, “Sam, you’re too short for football and basketball and not fast enough afoot to compensate.”

“Compensate for what?” I ask the dear fellows.  I made all conference in both sports at my prep school and I’m starting at defensive back for my university, a place in Cambridge that produces more presidents than gridiron heroes.  

“But you could be a world champion,” they say.  “In fraternity sparring sessions you decked Dave with an uppercut, broke Joe’s jaw with a left hook, fractured Frank’s nose with a right cross, and cracked Charlie’s ribs on both sides.  Nobody hits like that.”   

That may be correct but is irrelevant since those I’d be fighting, at the highest level, would hit me often and sufficiently hard to damage my mental and physical health.  I presume you’ve seen Ali and Frazier and the Quarry brothers and Chacon and Robinson and other walking dead.  I especially hope you’ve seen the first Sam Langford.  No thank you.  I don’t want to again become a blind beggar, groping for a warm spot, after a legendary career highlighted by countless wars and infinite punches in gyms and arenas.  As if by sledgehammers my nose was flattened, my lips shredded, my eyes lacerated, my strong body beaten into early convalescence, and my social nature pounded into passivity.  I don’t want to sacrifice that to beat you up.  Indeed, I don’t want to strike you at all.  Besides, I’ve determined sparring disrupts my golf swing.   








I’m Harry Greb  


 

Damn that Kid Norfolk. I know he thumbed me before I thumbed him. Now I can barely see from my right eye.  

“I’d rather die than quit,” I tell my wife, Mildred. 

“Let the doctor help you.”

I go to the hospital and he puts patches on both eyes and says wait a week in bed. It’s hell, even when Mildred’s here. I pray to leave this darkness and get my sight back and am about crazy the day the doctor takes off the patch over my left eye.

“It’s still fine, Doc.”

Then he removes the patch over my right.

“This one’s good, too.”

“You’re blind on this side.”

“No, I can see great.”

He covers my left eye with a paper and asks, “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Three.”

“I’m not holding up any, Harry.”

“Please don’t tell anyone. Promise me.”

“What if you lose the left eye?”

“I won’t. I guarantee it.”

I’m the best in the world. At opening bells I charge across rings throwing left hooks, right hooks, uppercuts, jabs, bolo punches, punches you haven’t seen from angles you never imagined at speeds opponents can’t match. I’m the Pittsburgh Windmill who fights every week or two. I pound Gene Tunney. I pummel middleweights. I beat light heavies. I outbox heavyweights. But I can’t stop tuberculosis from taking Mildred in 1923.

I’ll fight for her. A few months later I win the middleweight title and earn plenty of money for our daughter and thank my sister for taking care of her when I’m on the road. I’m lonely out there and lucky to meet Noemi. She’s beautiful and loves to laugh with me. 

Maybe I should retire. Gene Tunney beats me pretty bad in 1925 but he’s now the best heavyweight in the world and I know will handle Dempsey. In July I almost knock out young slugger Mickey Walker while defending my middleweight title. I still have most of my ability and the following year don’t know why Tiger Flowers, a long and smooth left hander, gets my title by decision many think I earn and then keeps it next time when I clearly win.
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