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To my family and friends for their support.
To those who did it right as well as those
 who would have, but got stopped short.
Finally, to those who still have the opportunity
 to accomplish something special—make it happen.
The moment is over before you know it.
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Boxing is the sport to which other sports aspire.  





—GEORGE FOREMAN










PREFACE: WHY SUGAR RAY?


Concerning athletic stardom, my Stanford football story isn’t very grand. As a successful All-City high school center graduating in 1973 from Dorsey High School in Los Angeles, I had earned a college scholarship to the school that had won the Rose Bowl in 1971 and 1972. My celebrity aspirations were high even though at six foot one and 210 pounds I was small for an offensive lineman. The plan when I was recruited was to shift to a defensive position such as linebacker. I started at center on the Gunther Cunningham–coached freshman team, but at the varsity level that “smooth” transition never really happened. On the few occasions when I was allowed to suit up at the next level, I never got in the game—not for a second. At the end of those games, I would head into the locker room in a clean white uniform alongside the grass-stained, bloody stars who had actually played. On those Saturdays, I never intercepted a pass, sacked a quarterback, or did a dance in the end zone. Still, I had a uniform and I was part of the Stanford University team. To the young children who flocked to our home games, the uniform made me almost as much a star as Tony Hill, the starting wide receiver. The kids wanted autographs. In the fleeting moments when these kids asked me for an autograph, I knew (or at least thought I knew) what it was like to be on the other end when someone thinks you are famous. Not surprisingly, some piece of me loved that instant of celebrity attention and adoration and wished there had been more: at least one Ray Lewis dance after a big tackle. But in the last analysis, I wasn’t at all a celebrity—I was not even ticking a minute off the Warhol fifteen-minute allowance. Still, these experiences were among the first to open my eyes to the powerful narcotic qualities of celebrity—for those on both sides.


Many years later, I would find myself starstruck to a degree that none of those youngsters on any of those Saturdays could possibly have imagined. The scene was the Los Angeles Sports Arena during the 1984 Olympics, and I was the Los Angeles Olympic Organizing Committee executive in charge of Olympic boxing. All in the arena knew my status because I was one of the few wearing a tie in the middle of a typical arid Los Angeles summer. In the midst of the clamoring crowds, I saw him. It was Muham-xii mad Ali, the greatest. Without question he is the biggest celebrity athlete of all time. I saw him, and then lost sight of him. I kept hearing a sound in my ear—like sandpaper on a wooden block—but when I looked there was nothing. After a few such false alarms, I saw a massive commotion at a side entrance. With Don King up front, a dozen or so black men casually strolled into the arena past the bemused and awestruck ticket takers. I blinked again and Ali was standing in front of me, hand extended. The smile on his face impishly said, “Don’t mess with me, I’m having  a great time.” I’d seen that same smile, and those eyes, when he’d sparred verbally with Howard Cosell. Television doesn’t do it justice. He was a bad man.


He had me captivated and he knew it, too. He stood not more than a foot away and proceeded to rub his thumb and forefinger together: sandpaper on a wooden block.


With the slightest slur—a preview of the Parkinson’s that would prove him mortal—he said, “You didn’t know what was goin’ on brotha, didya?”


He then struck a boxing pose as fierce and fluid as if it were 1964. I threw my hands up as if to say, “Not me!” Don King cackled at my surrender and yelled, “Let’s go!” When I turned, the Champ was gone—along with his entourage. The next time I saw Ali and his colleagues, they had somehow commandeered ringside seats despite the multiple layers of security we had in place.


No surprise. I’ll admit, Ali was one of few celebrity athletes who seemed capable of taking anyone under his spell. In meeting Ali and in considering how he had gone from being Cassius, the Louisville Lip, to the greatest, one can’t help but think of Sugar Ray Robinson—the man Ali had admittedly emulated early in his own career and whom Ali asked to serve as his manager (Robinson declined). In a discussion of either man, there is an obligation to be clear about the Ali-Sugar Ray connection. No matter how much credit we give (or Ali himself gave) Robinson as a transitional racial celebrity figure, there is no doubt that Ali pushed the issue of racial pride over the hump of public acceptance.


In his wonderful book, Serenity, Ralph Wiley—the wittiest and savviest of sports writers—drew his own conclusions with no prompting from me. Ali “was a Robinson who never deferred to whites,” he wrote. “Convention at that time meant subservience on the part of black men. Muhammad Ali simply said, ‘I am the greatest,’ and in so saying spoke volumes. To me at least.” Just before Ralph died I prodded him, without success, to compare the two great fighters; he simply said, “It was a different time.” Regardless of the nature of the psychic interplay between these two men, the point remains that even Ali, the greatest of all time,  would not be where he is had it not been for Sugar Ray.


Celebrity, and nothing else, gave Ali’s entourage access to one of the toughest tickets at the 1984 Olympics. And can I really blame myself for letting Ali and crew breeze by me? As much as I’d worked with other athletes and celebrities as a Century City attorney before taking the Olympic job, like the rest of us, I’m only human. How deeply wired is this reaction to celebrity? Here’s a story that may provide some of the answer.


From inside a small wire cage a tiny, maple-eyed monkey named Wolfgang peers anxiously at a lab-coated technician. Sherry, Dart, and Niko sit nearby, waiting. The young scientist turns a dial and the lights in the windowless lab begin to dim. The café-au-lait monkey, a male rhesus macaque, edges closer to the heavy wires and caresses a button of his own. He knows what’s going to happen.


Wolfgang takes a quick slurp of cherry juice—the drink-of- choice for caged lab monkeys everywhere—from the hollow aluminum tube connected to a small dispenser outside the cage. A moment later, a computer generated image appears in front of him. It shows the hindquarters of a female rhesus, a breeder: slim, maybe or maybe not in heat (there is no telltale pheromone scent to give context to the picture), but judging by Wolfgang’s reaction she’s nothing special as monkeys go. The monkey fingers his control button idly, but doesn’t press it. The monkey takes another slurp of cherry juice and waits. He’s played this game before. 


The first image disappears and a second one flashes on the LCD screen. It shows a male: full face, same species. Again there is no scent, only an image. Field records show he was the highest-ranking male in this monkey’s harem. The alpha male.


The computer flashes again and an image of the ordinary female reappears. The young male squawks and madly presses his button. The picture of the celebrity monkey returns. He leans over for a lick of treasured cherry juice, but the dispenser has shut off. Normally, this would bring an angry screech and a rattled cage, but the monkey doesn’t care. He stares at his “hero” contentedly until the image changes again, via the technician’s hand, back to the ordinary female. Once again, the button; once again, no juice. The monkey gets upset whenever his celebrity disappears; he’s willing to forego any amount of juice if he can only gaze at his dream image. The cycle repeats, minute after minute, day after day, with a variety of male macaques, until its meaning is statistically clear.


Even a glimpse of a celebrity is worth all the cherry juice on earth.


You’ve probably seen rhesus monkeys before. They’re as indispensable to medical and behavioral research as computers and white jackets. The Rh factor in your blood was named after tests involving the rhesus. These primates in the Duke University slide experiment were so anxious to see a “celebrity monkey” that they were willing to pay every drop of their most prized possession, cherry juice, for the privilege.


Like most experiments involving the rhesus, this one has enormous implications for we higher, more evolved, more discerning and sophisticated primates. The lab game forced the monkeys to pay for their pleasure with juice—like spending money to buy a ticket for a rock concert, movie, or sporting event—to view the celebrities we want to see up close and personal. Even monkeys, it seems, are obsessed with the stars.


How much would you spend to gaze upon a dream? The paparazzi know a great photo will bring them plenty of juice. Athletes know it, too. They get big bucks for showing their faces on everything from trading cards to credit card commercials—and the gravy train doesn’t stop there. Most celebrities know the value of their likeness: to retailers, to manufacturers, and to Hollywood. But they seldom understand why other people—supposedly rational ticket-buyers and shoppers—do such irrational things just to view their idols or to own a copy of some product they possess. The answer is simple. We all want the rewards—money, jewelry, beautiful cars, mates, accolades, adoration—that celebrities enjoy; we want to be the object of our glowing admiration. Many of us think that maybe by getting closer to celebrities, by learning all about them—even imitating the way they walk and talk and dress—we’ll share a tiny sliver of that magic and ephemeral dream. After all, imitation is more than the sincerest form of flattery: It’s how we learn some of life’s most important lessons, from tying our shoes to raising a family; from how to lose gracefully to ways of looking and feeling like a winner. Like rhesus monkeys, being starstruck is in our genes.


Professor Paul Gilmcher explains the Duke monkey experiment this way: “People are willing to pay money to look at pictures of high-ranking human primates. When you fork out $3 for a celebrity gossip magazine, you’re doing exactly what the monkeys are doing. The difference between [the] study and People magazine is that the monkeys actually know the individuals in the picture.”


Unlike the celebrity monkeys in Gilmcher’s experiments, the human celebrity like Ali is able to use the awe his celebrity inspires for more than juice-related perks. At first it gains small favors—good seats in restaurants (or at Olympic events), better hotel rooms, a doctor who makes house calls at three in the morning. Later, lunch at the White House, keynote speeches at big conventions, and public forgiveness for one’s youthful (or even not so youthful) transgressions. It’s always been that way with big celebrities, and Ali’s understanding of the nuances of fame and the manner in which he cultivated it can be traced directly back to Sugar Ray Robinson. The difference with Sugar Ray was that it seemed to be part of his game plan from the beginning, or at least part of someone’s game plan for him.


Sugar Ray will be our primary guide in this trek through the celebrity athlete’s universe. His image appeared on the covers of Time, Life, Sport, and Sports Illustrated when black faces and the mainstream media didn’t mix. While shadow boxing and skipping rope, his infectious smile was beamed into millions of homes on The Ed Sullivan Show. He built businesses and friendships—in Harlem and abroad. In his constancy of character and continual self-creation, he did more than master a brutal sport and enchant a nation in the grip of hot and cold wars, and he truly led the way by inventing an entirely new industry: the modern black global  celebrity athlete.


According to boxing’s bible, The Ring magazine, Robinson logged 175 victories between 1940 and 1965—110 by knockout—and only nineteen losses with two “no decisions,” boxing’s version of a tie. In a sport where most hang up their gloves by their mid-thirties, virtually all of Sugar Ray’s defeats came after his fortieth birthday.


Before Sugar Ray, a boxer could be “a slugger” or “a dancer” or “a showman,” to name a few of the hard-earned epithets sports writers loved to hang on champions. It was the rare boxer who combined even two of those traits. When it came to Robinson—certainly best known for dancing—they simply ran out of superlatives. He did it all. He was dashing, he had a movie-star’s charisma, he had hands faster than Houdini’s and legs that belonged in the New York City Ballet. He could take a punch as well as deliver a knockout blow while moving backwards. Even boxing’s scoreboard ran out of digits. Robinson had already won 126 fights (and lost only one) when he began his reign as middleweight champion—and went from there to win the middleweight title five times. By comparison, Muhammad (“I am the greatest!”) Ali went 56–5 and Joe (the Brown Bomber) Louis, 68–3—for their entire careers.


Uniquely, at his 1950s peak, Robinson owned thriving businesses on the west side of Seventh Avenue between 123rd and 124th Streets in Harlem. Sugar Ray’s Café, Edna Mae’s Lingerie Shop, Golden Glovers Barber Shop, Sugar Ray’s Quality Cleaners, and other businesses offices and apartments were all part of the Robinson empire. It was typical to see his custom pink Cadillac parked out in front of any one of them.


Robinson, like all celebrities, was a product both of his own efforts and of his times. Though he was loved by millions, history dealt him a few cards from the bottom of the deck. Sometimes he got caught reaching for that bottom card as well. There were moments when “America’s favorite fighter” became America’s most notorious military deserter, tax evader, or worse. Sugar Ray was occasionally his own worst enemy. For every person who admired his confidence and success, others stood in the wings just waiting for him to fall.


While he was in his prime, negatives surfaced as his success rose: being difficult to deal with even to the extent of canceling fights, his arrogance in personal relationships—although not projected broadly publicly—his womanizing, and the alleged physical abuse of family members during the prime years of his career. In 1953, the legendary black sports writer Sam Lacy probably captured this dark side best when he wrote in his column, “I have said here many times in the past that, in my opinion, Sugar Ray Robinson was the greatest athlete in a given field I have had the pleasure of observing. . . . I have also said here many times that he can be one of the most disgusting figures one is compelled to meet in his business.” The closer you get in time and space, the less chance there is of finding genuine perfection in any person.


With that and other bumps taken into account, even his name has the power of myth. From Sugar Ray Leonard to Sugar Ray Seales, Sugar Ray Richardson to Sugar Shane Mosley, many other sports figures (and even a modern singing group) have looked to the Robinson legacy for power and permanence. Although they all evoke the patina of the original, none has successfully matched his overall brilliance, nor the range of his success.


Although he was a giant of his times, as compared with Jack Johnson, Joe Louis, and others, Sugar Ray Robinson was not a big man. He was only five foot eleven, and his weight hovered between 150 and 160 pounds for most of his career. But as the perennial basketball all-star Allen Iverson (Sugar Ray’s double in size statistics) proves, size alone does not put points on the scoreboard, nor records in the books. Unlike Louis, Johnson, Jack Dempsey, and Rocky Marciano—human tanks who outweighed Ray by as much as 50 pounds—Robinson was the size of the average man, and that physical similarity, regardless of skin color—was one of the secrets of his tenure as a sports celebrity. Today’s image makers struggle to help fans identify with giants such as Yao Ming and Shaquille O’Neal, but sports fans of the 1940s and ’50s really believed they could “be like Sugar Ray.” 


He was the first fully formed celebrity athlete as we conceive of that phrase today. He was black, and he broadly celebrated that blackness as a dominant feature of his life. This was not a moderated image in the style of Joe Louis or Jackie Robinson, nor was it a Jack Johnson type of overblown and intimidating presence. By successfully projecting that he was every man’s “everyman,” even though he was black—and complex—Robinson became a celebrity not just for his times but for the ages.


His legacy still surrounds us. It accrues dividends for sports superstars blissfully unaware—and some supremely grateful—that they were and are his heirs: champions such as Muhammad Ali, Joe Montana, Venus Williams, Michael Jordan, Martina Navratilova, Jim Brown, Kobe Bryant, Magic Johnson, Tiger Woods, John McEnroe, Lance Armstrong, Billie Jean King, and Derek Jeter. These are the modern sports superstars who have redefined athletic celebrity in the twenty-first century. They are the first generation of sports superstars who understand the wisdom—and the power—of being Sugar Ray, even if they know little or nothing about the man.
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PART ONE 
SUPERSTARDOM
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Sugar Ray on the shoulders of rivals on the gala evening celebrating his
 retirement in Madison Square Garden, December 10, 1965. Photo: Corbis.













CHAPTER ONE
ADULATION


“Here he comes! Here he comes!”


Twelve thousand white faces turn jubilantly up the aisles toward the Fiftieth Street side of Madison Square Garden. Hundreds of fingers jab the air in the same direction. A lone black figure appears, dramatically back-lit. Years later, Sugar Ray’s son, Ray Robinson II, described his father as a “cute chocolate baby.” Exactly.


A smattering of applause. A spotlight clicks on from above the darkened Garden. Now the applause falls in steady sheets, like rain on a Manhattan pavement.


It is 9:30 P.M. on December 10, 1965, and the heart of America’s boxing community has come to the Garden to say farewell to Sugar Ray Robinson. When at last he steps into that final spotlight, the applause becomes a deluge punctuated by cheers and whistles. The Champ pauses, drenched with adulation. When he finally moves down the aisle, most fans see only his upper torso—his legs are obscured by fans rising to applaud from the cheap seats. Robinson floats down the aisle like that scene that always appears in Spike Lee films.





The physical feature most people first noticed about the Champ was his jet black, processed pompadour hair—perfectly molded by a never-seen-in-public black do-rag made of silk. Robinson was one of a handful of blacks—a few recording artists such as the Temptations and James Brown, who, along with higher-class pimps and a host of high-rolling brothers from Harlem and Harlem-like communities rejected the close-cropped, natural Quo Vadis  haircut of the day. Like almost everything else that truly mattered about the Champ, his charisma appeared to be  all natural. His shimmering black face, like Nat King Cole’s, amplified his beauty. At forty-four, he undoubtedly added some hair dye—china-black—to the process mix, but only because his legend, and maybe his ego, then in the driver’s seat of his life, demanded it. If anything, the man knew how to maintain that public image. At this point in his life, Sugar Ray’s job was to look like Sugar Ray—for the fans and for himself.





Halfway down the aisle, Robinson looks up and flashes his patented porcelain-tile, movie-star smile—achieved without modern cosmetic techniques. Robinson continues on through blue clouds of acrid smoke from the unfiltered Chesterfields, the Lucky Strikes, the cheap White Owls, and the Swisher Sweets, whose tiny flames dotted the darkened Garden like fireflies in the night sky. Without the smoke, the whole place would stink of spilled Pabst, Blatz, Gilby’s, and Old Crow.


“Thank you . . . ” Robinson mimes as he nears the ring. He spreads his arms as if to embrace the crowd. A mighty roar hugs him back. No one seems to care that it was not always that way.





The exact attendance that night was 12,146, almost all of it white: men wearing white shirts, dark jackets, and ribbon-thin black ties. The few women scattered around the big hall were girlfriends and boxers’ wives. Laila Ali and Jacqueline Frazier-Lyde were still two generations into the future; and Million Dollar Baby was a film no sane screenwriter would pitch.


Ray pauses on the ramp and circles—counterclockwise, like a hurricane—raising one hand, then both. The crowd roars and he continues ringward. His face reflects the growing excitement. The cheers and whistles are now joined by chants and stamping feet. This sort of farewell is rare for any man or woman in any sport; it is a small notch below the time Lou Gehrig stood before a cluster of microphones in Yankee Stadium in 1939. And this is for a black man in 1965.


Given that this retiring fighter had come to put on a show without his gloves, the reaction was extraordinary. Headlining the card that night was a world welterweight championship bout between Emile Griffith and Manny Gonzalez—a title Robinson himself had held almost twenty years before. The fight was set to begin at 10:00 P.M., when millions of viewers would snap on their Philcos and Sylva-nias to join the RKO-General network’s coverage of what, in those days, was a rare nationally televised championship bout. Sugar Ray’s farewell would have been televised then, too, but Robinson—never one to count his chips in front of the dealer—wanted cash up front if his name was going to be used to bring in viewers.


“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to pay me,” he told executives in response to what they assumed was their generous offer: to let the ex-Champ participate—without compensation—tonight in this major broadcast. Many people shook their heads at Sugar Ray over that one, but the only sense as strong as Ray’s sense of pride was that which accurately gauged his self-worth. The red lights on the television cameras stayed dark for the next thirty minutes. The promoters should have known better.





As Robinson dances toward the ring, he looks surprisingly graceful—almost feminine. He wears what the columnist Jimmy Breslin called a “finger-tip” robe—white terry cloth cinched tight at the waist with SUGAR RAY in pink on the back—instead of the long blue-and-white silk robe he so often wore before a bout. The slitted sleeves of the robe accentuate Robinson’s feline grace. To modern eyes, this farewell outfit might smack of Frederick’s of Hollywood more than of Everlast. If Sigmund Freud had been Sugar Ray’s wardrobe stylist, he might’ve chosen a Brooks Brothers suit. But inside the showy robe is a man for all seasons; and boxing, that most naked of sports, is as much about the heart and head as it is about muscles.


With the near nakedness and overt masculinity of boxing comes an undercurrent of sexuality that’s sublimated in other sports. This shows up in various ways: from the sexual abstention practiced by many boxers before a bout to the flexing and preening that goes on at the weigh-in ceremony or when entering the ring. Robinson, in and out of the ring, epitomized the sexual overtones of black men and boxing—strong stuff now, let alone in the 1940s and ’50s.


Before Robinson, the black heavyweight champion Jack Johnson tried to play this card, but with a predictably heavy hand. He trained before crowds with a gauze-wrapped penis bulging beneath his cotton shorts—not for safety, but for the crowd to see. He purposely played on the subliminal fears of white men and the secret fantasies of white women. This proved to be a destructive tactic; eventually, it backfired, at least in Johnson’s failure to acquire long-lasting positive fame. Sugar Ray was not blind to this lesson. His “mind games,” unlike Johnson’s, were aimed at beating the opponent but rarely at humbling the crowd.


Although Ray’s spirit never failed him during his long career, his body—invincible as it appeared—turned against him in the twilight years. He began to get hurt. Those injuries led directly to that night’s farewell. You don’t stay a champ by taking punches. Throughout his career, Robinson dished out punishment with the best of them, usually better than the other guy, and sometimes with deadly results. One of his victims, Jimmy Doyle, went down for the count and that knockout became a fatality. Death never buys a ticket, but it always has a ringside seat.


Three years before Ray’s gala retirement, Emile Griffith killed Benny “Kid” Paret in the same ring. Reporters heard Paret call Griffith a mariçon, Spanish slang for “faggot,” at the weigh-in—more sexual mind-games—and many assumed that the insult turned a big-league bout into a death match.


Somehow, Sugar Ray turned boxing’s traditional sexual charge into something much closer to true eros. Though boxing has always been a macho game, prize fighters—who know the risks better than anyone—occasionally hug, and even kiss, at center ring when a grueling bout is over. In the closing years of Mike Tyson’s brutal career, the audience watched in astonishment as Tyson tenderly wiped a drop of blood from Lennox Lewis’s face after a world championship bout in Memphis.


A few observers of the Tyson-Lewis moment were even reminded of those Magic Johnson-Isiah Thomas mid-court kisses—brotherly pecks on each cheek—before their heated NBA encounters in the 1980s. Violence can be calculated, but in its purest form it’s rarely without emotion. The difference between a champ and a chump is often measured by the way that emotion is handled. Sugar Ray was a ringmaster of the circus of feelings that boxing produces. He was not the first boxer-entertainer, just the first whose performances came so completely from the heart and mind.





Back at the Garden, Robinson’s silk trunks—white with black stripes—peek out from below his robe. His dancing feet are clad in black boxing boots with white laces. A few attendees grumble that the former middleweight champion is coming to his farewell party as if suited-up for a bout. For them, it’s the same offense a middle-aged baseball manager commits by taking the field in a beloved big-league uniform with a beer-gut hanging over his belt. But baseball managers don’t play, and Robinson—still in great shape, despite his injuries—needs nobody’s permission to behave as if he owned the ring. Some fans think he should be wearing a tuxedo; the Sugar Ray they prefer is a showman and a class act. Most of the crowd, however, seems to agree with Ray. As the man who has most fully embodied the spirit of the game, he should appear only in “uniform”—in the trunks he has so often worn to glory. His hands aren’t taped, there are no gloves (you don’t load a gun unless you intend to shoot). In this way, the letter of the sport is preserved as well as the spirit, even for the purists. The Champ isn’t there to hurt anyone tonight, nor is he there to take more licks from the press.





Missing along with the red-lit television cameras on that night was the commercialism we know today. Sugar Ray wasn’t there to endorse any product but himself; he was there because his affection for the sport and his fans demanded it. The printed program had no pictures of Ray wearing Nikes, or Adidas, or Reeboks. No banners floated over the arena, no ads showed Ray touting the virtues of the latest sports drink. That part of the celebrity game was in its infancy and there were few opportunities for black athletes, champions or not, to cash in on their hard-won fame. Razor, beer, and cigarette ads featuring white sports stars in various guises weren’t uncommon in the mainstream media; but black athletes, like black Americans in general, just didn’t show up on Madison Avenue’s radar. Even one of America’s favorite pop singers, Nat King Cole, had an otherwise stellar variety show cancelled because of the lack of a national sponsor. In his day, Cole was as successful at vocalizing as Frank Sinatra, but the value of his name on anything but a record label wasn’t even considered.


So much had changed in America since the zenith of his career. Race relations in America had taken on a new dimension. Less than a month earlier, during one long, hot week in August, black men had thrown Molotov cocktails at storefronts and rocks at passing motorists in the Watts Riot. The whites in the Garden that night had watched those angry black faces for five days and nights on television before buying tickets to honor one of “them.”  Superficially, Sugar Ray resembled many of the thousand black men who’d been wounded, or the thirty-five who died, or the tens of thousands who had raged, bled, and fought for a “title” of a different kind. As Robinson was being feted by this mostly white crowd, the embers of that awful week still smoldered.


But Sugar Ray was no ordinary black man, nor was he a black man aspiring to be white, an allegation faced by many black celebrities. He was the Sugar, the Champ. The men in the audience had put aside their personal prejudices and ignored the searing images of the recent days and weeks. It didn’t matter that those who had read the Saturday Evening Post and Sports Illustrated knew that Robinson’s personal finances were a mess; that the seven companies he owned—including Knockout Productions, Inc., and Sugar Ray’s Entertainment Corp—were in trouble; that once-flourishing properties were now lost or entangled in the courts. Ray’s belief in himself was not easily swayed by such things, either. In the back of his mind—hidden by the glare of all those lights, the flashing cameras, and that fabulous smile—he was still the Champ.


Famous men and women are different from most, and famous black men and women more so. They often receive a pass on the racial prejudgments that condemn so many others. “Oh, Sugar Ray Robinson, Nat King Cole, I don’t even think of them as black!” The alchemy that works this transformation—that lifts the fans and the object of their affection out of the here-and-now and into the world of legend—is the raw power—the eros—of adulation.





As Sugar Ray approaches the ring, the entourage that once shadowed him everywhere is nowhere to be seen—Robinson hasn’t been able to punch their meal tickets since the early 1960s. Now it is 1965, and Ray has lost the clout he once enjoyed. As he floats down the last third of the aisle, the SRO crowd comes to its feet. When he reaches the ring, he wisely steps through the second of its four maroon ropes. Robinson has no problem making this look graceful. He has done it often enough at the Garden, taking the higher ropes, including before his first fight. He was nineteen then, and on his way to pummel his stablemate Louis “Spider” Valentine for the 1939 Golden Gloves title. Robinson was a pixie-ish teenager, hair unspoiled by chemicals, coiffed in what used to be called a “front,” like Floyd Patterson’s. His first four-round “prelim” was fought in this ring, too, on October 4, 1940, on the Henry Armstrong-Fritzie Zivic undercard. He took those opponents as easily as, this night, he takes the second rope.


Four former middleweight champions follow him into the ring. First behind him is Carl “Bobo” Olson. He’s about the same age, but pasty, overweight; and he’s wearing a J. C. Penney’s bathrobe that reaches to his ankles. After Bobo comes Gene Fullmer, natty in a blue silk robe, his name written in white script on the back. He, too, wears the middle-age paunch that Robinson has so carefully avoided. Third is Carmen Basilio, ears huge and cau-liflowered. His old white silk robe, like the man who wears it, is clearly past its prime.


The final boxer to enter the ring is Randy Turpin: the “British Negro” (as the newspapers called him), who defeated Robinson for the middleweight crown on July 10, 1951, after the Champ had spent more time partying than training during a highly touted tour of Europe. Robinson took back the title a short time later in New York City. Turpin’s nappy hair is parted nearly dead center. His tattered robe could be the same white terry cloth he wore when he fought against Robinson fourteen years before. He is the only boxer who looks as fit as Robinson, but he chooses to enter safely above the first rope.


Later, not long after Sugar Ray’s farewell and shortly before committing suicide, Turpin will ask Robinson, “What’s worse—being a has-been or a never-was?” He believes that Robinson’s decision over him is a fraud, that the fight was stopped while Turpin was still “clearing the fog” out of his head after being decked by a Robinson punch. Eight seconds remained in the round. Apparently, the gap between a future “has-been” and a self-proclaimed “never-was” is exceedingly thin, and, sometimes, impossible to bear.


Now, at center ring in the Garden, exactly on cue, the boxers—the almost-weres, the shoulda-beens, and the one-timers—all converge on Robinson. It is here that Basilio jokes to his comrades, “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you drop him!”


Noticeably missing is Robinson’s most famous nemesis, Jake La Motta. In 1947, La Motta had thrown a fight in Madison Square Garden and admitted it to a congressional committee a few years before Robinson’s farewell. The fans might’ve forgiven him, but not the New York State Boxing Commission. He was the only major ex-champ in Sugar Ray’s portfolio to be barred from the ring at the big event.


Two old fighters on each side, Robinson is hoisted into the air. He waves one hand and holds on with the other. He gives the crowd his patented, imperial “aw shucks” grin and the audience goes wild.


After five minutes, the gallant litter bearers put Robinson down in center ring. Judge Vincent Impellitteri, the former mayor of New York, appears next to him. He gives Robinson a gold trophy that sits on a tall wooden base. On its crown is a little statue of a boxer, arms raised in victory. The inscription reads, “The Greatest Boxer Who Ever Lived.” One of New York’s leading black papers, the Amsterdam News, had promised a week before that Vice President Hubert Humphrey would present the trophy. They are wrong. For reasons more related to the shifting sands of Southern politics and the civil rights movement than the honor of “the greatest boxer who ever lived,” the white champion of black civil rights is a no show.


Ray puts the trophy down and the crowd goes silent. “This is the first time I’ve ever had an experience like this,” the Champ says with his usual humility. Normally he would conclude that remark with something like, “What can I say but thank you!” and leave the stage without further comment; but tonight is different.


“I don’t know at this opportune time to be happy or sad. I thank God for this and all the other blessings I’ve received. I’d like to pay my thanks to the boxing commission and all the fellows in boxing who helped me, and most certainly the press who’ve done a wonderful job in keeping the sport alive.” Robinson’s voice cracks: “This is not goodbye, but it is farewell to a career that has spanned a quarter century. I’m not going to say goodbye. As they say in France, it’s a tout a l’heure—I’ll see you later.” On cue, the singer Gordon MacRae begins and “Auld Lang Syne” fills the arena.
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