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A book could be written of the thoughts behind Louis’ inscrutable countenance as he saw his people pushed aside, treated like cattle on public conveyances such as trains, and trolley cars decorated with war slogans about saving the world for democracy; spreading the Four Freedoms, down with Fascism, and so on. Yes, a volume could be written about what Louis thought when he saw his own people unable to spend their money where they wanted to, insulted almost daily by newspaper “darky” stories; having to read about Congressmen and Senators publicly condemning those in uniform, those in war plants to an inferior status below that of the Japs or the Germans, our official enemies; saw them beaten, trampled upon.


—Columnist Dan Burley, New York Amsterdam News, April 15, 1944















Preface


A SILENT REVOLUTIONARY


I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.


—2 Timothy 4:7 (New International Version)


It was not a boxer’s funeral. Joe Louis was a heavyweight champion, arguably the greatest in the history of the sport. But his life as a fighter took him well beyond the confines of the boxing ring. In death, he was honored with a soldier’s burial.


On April 21, 1981, six pallbearers in full military dress, wearing dark blue trimmed with gold—the colors of the Union Army—carried Joe’s flag-covered casket to section 7A of Arlington National Cemetery. Situated on a gentle green slope near the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the gravesite was shaded by majestic trees with colorful patches of dogwood, magnolia, and cherry blossoms. On that glorious sunny day, seven riflemen from the Third US Infantry Regiment—The Old Guard—fired three volley shots into the cool spring air. Then Sergeant Washington James, an army bugler, played “Taps,” a somber signal that the light would soon fade from sight.1


Nine days after Louis suffered a heart attack and died in Las Vegas at age sixty-six, hundreds of people gathered around his grave. The diverse congregation included people from different races and religions, politicians, civil rights activists, military officials, and athletes. A legion of famous fighters honored America’s champion. Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier, Larry Holmes, Floyd Patterson, Billy Conn, and Joe Walcott all paid their respects, but none of them had been as close to him as Sugar Ray Robinson, the middleweight sensation who had served with Louis during World War II.


President Ronald Reagan could not attend the funeral. Though he was still recovering from an assassin’s bullet that had punctured one of his lungs, Reagan had waived the eligibility restrictions that would have prevented Louis’s interment at the military cemetery. A longtime admirer of the former champion, Reagan had cheered for Louis during his fighting days and became his friend when they filmed This Is the Army together in 1943. Bound to a wheelchair, Louis had spent his final years in retreat from public view, but Reagan issued a public statement reminding the country of his importance: “His career was an indictment of racial bigotry and a source of pride and inspiration to millions of white and black people around the world.”2


As heavyweight champion and the most admired Black American of his time, Joe Louis’s career was virtually nonpareil. Between the late 1930s and the mid-1940s, no single athlete captured the nation’s attention more than Louis. Recalling his reign as champion, a writer from the Detroit Free Press reminisced, “It is not likely that we will ever again know the magic of those yesterdays when the streets emptied, and commerce stopped and America huddled by its radios to listen to the exploits of the man with the jackhammer fists.” For “a nation battered by the uncertainties of the Great Depression and World War II, there was comfort in the ring announcer’s reassuring affirmation: ‘The winner and still heavyweight champion of the world… Joe Louis!’”3


Yet he did not provide temporary relief from those global crises as much as he embodied resistance against racial oppression. During a crucial period between 1938, when Nazi Germany annexed Austria, and 1945, when Adolf Hitler died, the heavyweight champion defined Black Americans’ fight for freedom on two fronts: against fascism abroad and white supremacy at home. His career as a boxer and as a soldier was framed by the rise of the Nazis and America’s response. It all began in June 1938, when Louis knocked out German heavyweight Max Schmeling at Yankee Stadium in a fight that came to be seen as a prelude to war between the United States and Nazi Germany. That fight carried great significance for people all around the world, especially Black Americans and Jews.


Three and a half years later, after Louis joined the army in 1942, military officers introduced him to crowds of soldiers as the first American to knock out a Nazi. Although he never saw combat, Louis served in the army’s Morale Branch as a goodwill ambassador, promoting patriotism and unity across American military bases crackling with racial tension. Performing boxing exhibitions and delivering short speeches, he entertained soldiers and urged them to fight for democracy. In his public appearances, he reassured the government—and white America—that Black folks would fight for the United States and remain completely committed to the mission. In private conversations, he reminded Black servicemen that despite the segregated conditions in the armed forces, they too had a stake in the war. Defending America, a land that they had helped build with their sweat and blood, signaled that the country belonged to them as much as anyone else. Like many Black politicians, activists, soldiers, and civilians, Louis thought that service in the military would earn them the respect of white Americans and ultimately advance their cause for full citizenship. At least, that’s what he thought when the United States entered the international conflict.


Civil rights leaders and Black officials in the War Department believed Joe’s role in the army could generate greater enthusiasm among Black men who were reluctant to serve in a segregated military. They also thought publicizing his interactions with admiring white servicemen could improve race relations. Walter White, the head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), recognized the cultural importance of the heavyweight champion. He believed that popular culture—sports, songs, and movies—could shape the struggle for civil rights during the war. And Louis, more than any other Black soldier, could undermine stereotypically negative perceptions of Black GIs as weak, unmotivated cowards. In the fight for freedom at home and abroad, producing positive images of Joe Louis, White thought, was as important as manufacturing rifles and planes.4


For the War Department, Louis seemed an ideal figure for dealing with the army’s “Negro problem.” No other Black celebrity or athlete personified American strength, courage, and achievement like Louis. His exhibitions in the ring, cheered on by Black and white American GIs, were celebrated in the press as powerful examples of democracy in action. For the first time in history, the US government built a propaganda campaign around the heroism of a Black soldier, featuring Louis in newspapers, magazines, movies, newsreels, posters, and pamphlets. Remarkably, while many white Americans questioned the fortitude and fighting ability of Black soldiers, the War Department made Louis, not a white man, the symbol of American manpower.5


The War Department also chose Louis because military officials did not expect that he would question the hypocrisy of America battling totalitarianism with a Jim Crow Army. While the United States conducted a war—in part—to end the reign of Nazi racism, the War Department maintained segregated armed forces, which included separating blood banks into “white” and “colored.” And yet during Joe’s tour, government officials pressed him to advance the idea that there should be no racial divisions in the military. However, as Louis became more aware of the cruel realities of a segregated army, he began to bristle about his assignment as a goodwill ambassador, promoting racial unity where it did not exist.


Throughout the war Louis wrestled with the challenge of being Black and being an American. It was a paradox known to all Black people navigating the color line, striving to advance in a country that denied their humanity and home. Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois described that “peculiar sensation” of “double consciousness” as a “two-ness” that Louis undoubtedly felt, “an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”6 Yet Louis came to believe that the war presented Black people an opportunity to integrate these dueling and warring selves. When he joined the army, he expressed a deep love for a country that had not always loved him. His public displays of patriotism served as a powerful reminder to anyone who questioned the loyalty of Black people that they, too, were Americans.


Decades later, his only son, Joe Louis Barrow Jr., came to appreciate his father’s perspective. During the funeral service, Barrow praised his dad as a great American and a genuine folk hero—a man of the people who had always been accessible and generous. Speaking in a thoughtful, quiet manner, Barrow recalled a conversation he had with his dad during the Vietnam War, a time when political divisions fractured the country. Barrow expressed his own frustrations and doubts about the war and America. Louis looked him in the eye and said, “This is a beautiful country, son, and it’s most important we stand by it. It may make its mistakes. It may not be exactly right, but you have to stand by it.” Glancing at his father’s flag-draped casket, Barrow concluded in a whisper, “We are going to miss you an awful lot, because you were the greatest, truly the greatest.”7


Joe Louis never boasted that he was the greatest. Nor was he known for speaking openly about racial justice. Before the Second World War, Louis rarely uttered a word, at least not publicly, about the American Dilemma—what Swedish author Gunnar Myrdal described as the gulf between the country’s democratic ideals and the persistent denial of Black citizens’ civil rights. During the second half of the 1930s, in the throes of the Great Depression, Louis was known for being a modest, soft-spoken champion whose victories over white opponents made him into a righteous symbol uplifting his people. When he died, journalists wrote obituaries memorializing him more as a cultural phenomenon than as a political force. A columnist at The New York Times quoted Louis’s longtime friend Billy Rowe, a veteran reporter, who said, “Joe did everything quietly. In a way, Joe was a silent revolutionary.”8


But that was only partially true. There’s a certain myth that Louis never spoke out against racism and that he did not think it was appropriate for him to be anything more than a boxer. However, his experience in a segregated army sparked his political awakening. That awakening—a growing determination to fight for freedom and full citizenship—swept across Black America in large cities and small towns, in defense plants and diners, on army posts and naval bases. During the war Louis advocated for Black soldiers facing discrimination in the United States Army. And when he returned home from the service, while Black veterans were being attacked by lynch mobs, he spoke out against racial violence and white supremacy. Joining veterans and civil rights activists, he urged Black citizens to fight for voting rights and demand racial equality. In short, the Second World War transformed Louis into the first prominent Black athlete turned activist, a crucial role that has been overlooked.9


That story unfolds in The Fight of His Life. Our book demonstrates that Louis was not an incidental or invisible actor in the long struggle for civil rights. Rather, his actions during and after the war made Black Americans see him as more than a symbol; they saw him as a leader. Tracing his ascendance in American culture, we follow him from his training camp in Pompton Lakes to his fights at the Polo Grounds and Madison Square Garden, from New York nightclubs to Hollywood studios, from America’s stateside military posts to army bases in Europe and North Africa. Investigating his forty-six months in the army, we explore how the federal government exploited his fame for propaganda purposes and how Louis emerged from the war as a voice of an oppressed people, a freedom fighter.


Telling that Joe Louis story entailed reconstructing his daily life inside and outside the ring using a treasure trove of archival sources: War Department records, official military personnel files, and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) files; the papers of President Franklin Roosevelt; the records of the NAACP; hundreds of newspapers, especially accounts from Black journalists who knew Louis well; newsreels, movies, magazines, and photographs; speeches and songs; memoirs and oral histories; and a variety of other published and unpublished materials.


Those sources allowed us to separate the man from the legend and uncover how much more there was to Joe Louis than the stoic mask he wore in the ring. He was born in rural Alabama, but he was really a product of the Great Migration, having moved to Detroit during his childhood. He grew up hardly knowing his father, but he found paternal influences in the gym. Boxing gave him purpose, but golf brought him joy. Although he lacked a formal education, Louis had a remarkable memory for names, faces, and phone numbers, especially if they belonged to attractive women. He loved his first wife, Marva, but he romanced countless other women too. It seemed that he spent more nights sleeping in hotels than at home. He attracted large crowds at nightclubs, where he gladly picked up the tab even though during his fighting days, he didn’t imbibe anything stronger than a Coca-Cola. Joe could be reticent with reporters but completely comfortable with strangers he met on the street. He indulged in the trappings of fame. Nearly every morning, he had his valet draw a bath and lay out his fine clothes. He made far more money than any other athlete of his generation, but he finished his career completely broke.


Joe Louis had no regrets. “The thing you have to understand about Joe,” said his longtime friend Truman Gibson, “is that he lived every day.” A Black lawyer from Chicago, Gibson understood Louis better than most. “I went to school, planned for the future,” he said. But “Joe Louis lived every day.”10
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Prologue


HE BELONGS TO US


One hundred years from now, some historian may theorize, in a footnote at least, that the decline of Nazi prestige began with a left hook delivered by a former unskilled automobile worker who had never studied the politics of Neville Chamberlain and had no opinion whatsoever in regard to the situation in Czechoslovakia.


—Heywood Broun, New York World-Telegram, June 24, 1938


Reporters told Joe that Max was dead.


Once the darling of Nazi sports and Joe’s greatest boxing rival, Max Schmeling had taken part in the 1941 German invasion of Crete. Though poorly trained for his mission, the German boxer was part of the first wave of paratroopers dropped just south of Chania. It was a night jump from a low altitude into enemy fire, and Schmeling’s unit suffered high casualties. Schmeling landed awkwardly in a vineyard, aggravating an injury from his second fight against Louis: a meniscus tear and crushed vertebrae.1


According to a British report out of Alexandria, Egypt, on May 28, English soldiers captured the “wounded” boxer before the “truculent” Schmeling could make a daring escape. The United Press recounted that he snatched an injured man’s rifle during his transfer to a prison camp, but before he could fire, a contingent of New Zealanders cut him down.2


The story spread to every corner of the world. Radio reports in Berlin lamented the former champion’s passing, and the Italian Corriere Della Sera praised his choice to serve the Axis “in the most dangerous corps.” The Times of India and the South China Morning Post also noted his death. In the United States, and especially in New York City, where Max had fought his most famous matches, journalists parsed his life and career, his upset victories and dramatic defeats. Former heavyweight champion Max Baer, who had knocked out Schmeling in 1933, exploded when he heard the news: “I hate war and fighting—I mean fighting to kill. And I think Schmeling did too. He probably didn’t want to fight, but Hitler made him do it.”3


Louis heard about Schmeling’s death as he walked through the grand lobby of the Hotel Theresa in Harlem. “That’s bad,” he said. Then, as the news sank in, he added, “I’m sorry to hear that. This war is a terrible thing.” From the lobby he went to the bar and ordered a glass of lemonade.4


At that moment the quiet, handsome champion stood incontrovertibly as the most famous athlete in the world. No one else was even remotely close. He had won the heavyweight title in 1937 and defended his crown an unprecedented twenty-one times. Lyricists composed songs about him, poets penned odes to him, sportswriters earned their wages reporting on his daily activities, and fans stood slack-jawed when they saw him on the streets. By the end of the war, Margery Miller, a young white woman who was perhaps the only female boxing writer in America, would publish a biography simply titled Joe Louis: American, identifying him as the best his nation had to offer.5


When Miller was just fifteen years old, she attended her first prizefight at Yankee Stadium with her father—the 1938 title rematch between Joe Louis and Max Schmeling. No sports rivalry quite matched that of Louis and Schmeling—not for drama, intensity, or political importance.


But as monumental as the 1938 Louis–Schmeling rematch was, their first meeting had none of the lavish prefight hullabaloo or international political significance. At Yankee Stadium on June 19, 1936, Louis entered the ring with an undefeated record and ten-to-one betting odds that he would win. It appeared that his likely victory would be little more than a cherry on top of a Juneteenth sundae.


By then, Louis was universally acclaimed as the biggest attraction in boxing. Rising through the heavyweight division, he seemed destined to become the next world champion. And virtually every Black person in America felt their fate was tied to his ascendance. A year earlier, Black novelist Richard Wright recognized the radical meaning of Louis as an inarticulate prophet unleashing violent upheaval. “Four centuries of repression,” Wright observed, “of frustrated hope, of black bitterness, felt even in the bones of the bewildered young, were rising to the surface. Yes, unconsciously they had imputed to the brawny image of Joe Louis all the balked dreams of revenge, all the secretly visualized moments of retaliation.” Without uttering a word, Louis had become a revolutionary force. Every time he knocked out a white man, Louis struck a mighty blow against the fallacy of white supremacy. “You see, Joe was the consciously-felt symbol,” Wright wrote. “Joe was the concentrated essence of black triumph over white.”6


If Louis had become an avenger for his race, Max Schmeling, Hitler’s favorite boxer, was cast in Nazi Germany as a national hero. But American boxing insiders considered Schmeling another sacrificial lamb to be butchered for the sake of nourishing Louis’s record. In 1930 Schmeling had won the title (while clutching his groin after a low blow delivered by Jack Sharkey), defended it once, then promptly lost it to Sharkey in 1932. After that he suffered a knockout in one fight, a loss and a draw in two others, and a downward plunge in his ranking and reputation. Although in 1934 he scored two victories in his native Germany against European boxers, when he sailed to the United States in the spring of 1936 to battle Joe Louis, few American sportswriters—or German ones, for that matter—gave him much of a chance.


Although Nazi leaders privately wished him luck against Louis, they were too coldly realistic to make much of a public fuss about the stakes of his fight. Syndicated columnist Westbrook Pegler wrote, “At no time during the months when Schmeling was preparing to fight Louis did the Nazi government accept any responsibility in the matter. Schmeling did not then enjoy the status of official patriot and representative of Nazi manhood. He was absolutely on his own, because there seemed an excellent chance that having already been knocked out by a Jew [Max Baer] he would now be stretched in the resin at the feet of a cotton-field Negro.” In the end, Schmeling departed his fatherland without fanfare in the middle of the night.7


Yet the sacrificial lamb had the teeth of a wolf. Max clubbed Joe to the canvas with a perfectly delivered right in the fourth and continued to land the same punch for most of the next eight rounds. By the time Schmeling knocked out Louis in the twelfth round, the Brown Bomber’s face looked like a ghoulish Halloween mask. The left side, which had absorbed all of Schmeling’s right punches, had an unnatural quality, as if it had been stuffed with unshelled walnuts. Sitting in the fifth row, close enough to see Schmeling disfigure Louis’s face, Joe’s wife, Marva, gasped with every punch. “He’s hurt. He’s hurt bad,” she cried. His mother, Lillie, dropped to her knees and prayed for her son’s survival.8


Black America wept. Stunned, Pittsburgh Courier sportswriter Wendell Smith couldn’t shake the sight of Louis being peeled off the canvas and carried back to his corner by the very German who had knocked him off his feet. Nearly twenty years later, poet and playwright Langston Hughes could still feel the trembling silence and sadness that reverberated throughout Harlem that night. After Schmeling punished Louis, Hughes walked down Seventh Avenue in Harlem, where he witnessed “grown men weeping like children, and women sitting on the curbs with their heads in their hands.” No other Black figure, Hughes wrote, had “ever had such an effect on Negro emotions—or mine.”9


Lena Horne would never forget how she felt when Louis collapsed. The singer was in Cincinnati that evening, entertaining an all-white audience with Noble Sissle’s orchestra at the Moonlight Gardens. Band members had a radio backstage, and during breaks they listened to the broadcast, their fears growing as the fight moved toward a seemingly inevitable conclusion. Louis, “the one invincible Negro, the one who stood up to the white man,” was so badly beaten that some of the musicians openly wept. Lena recalled that she was “near hysteria.” He “carried so many of our hopes, maybe even our dreams of vengeance,” she wrote. “But this night he became just another Negro getting beaten by a white man.”10


Tears stained her face and emotions marred her performance. Her mother, Edna, was appalled and urged Lena to keep singing. “Why, you don’t even know the man,” she scolded her daughter.


“I don’t care, I don’t care,” Lena yelled. “He belongs to us.”


Two years later, Louis’s rematch against Schmeling captured the tense anticipation of a world on the brink. Civil war raged in Spain, Japanese forces marauded the coast of China, and the Sudetenland crisis threatened to embroil Europe in another world war. Jews in Germany were being stripped of their civil, political, and even human rights by the Nuremberg laws and other draconian dictates, and were subject to harassment and physical assaults and shuffled into concentration camps for any arbitrary infraction. When Schmeling first fought Louis in 1936, Adolf Hitler had yet to begin his campaign of conquest. But by 1938, after his absorption of Austria and aggressive designs on Czechoslovakia, the scale of his ambition was undeniable.


In this heated atmosphere, the rematch between Louis and Schmeling on June 22, 1938, was transformed into something far greater than an athletic contest. American journalists turned the German boxer into a Nazi proxy—detailing his meetings with Hitler and his friendship with Joseph Goebbels, the Reich’s minister of propaganda. Reporters noted that on Hitler’s forty-ninth birthday Schmeling honored the Führer with a personal narration of his most recent fight. Throughout Germany, Max became the living embodiment of the Volk’s lightning reflexes, decisive actions, and indomitable will, the very characteristics that Hitler praised in Mein Kampf.


That night Yankee Stadium oozed political theater. An enormous cartoon drawn by Burris Jenkins Jr., published in the New York Journal-American that day, embodied the worldwide fascination with the event. As two tiny boxers, one Black, one white, advance toward each other inside the ring, an anthropomorphic globe sits outside the ropes, bug-eyed. The globe holds a small sign that reads: main bout, joe louis, u.s. vs. max schmeling, germany. “Wars, involving the fate of nations, rage elsewhere on this globe,” noted the New York Mirror earlier that day, “but the eyes of the world will be focused on a two-man battle in a ribbon of light stabbing the darkness of the Yankee Stadium.”11


The match itself proved a short, sweet affirmation of what many Americans desperately wanted to think about themselves and their country. Joe Louis dispatched the idol of the German Volk in less than a round as ringside fight fans shouted, “Kill that Nazi, Joe! Kill him!” In two minutes and four seconds, Louis nearly destroyed Schmeling. He knocked Max senseless and left him lying on the canvas, bleeding from his mouth, with several ribs shattered. Joe’s triumph took place two generations after his grandparents’ enslavement and less than one generation since the first Black heavyweight champion, Jack Johnson, whipped a “great white hope” named Jim Jeffries in a fight that sparked race riots across the nation. Now, though, there were no riots. Instead, Black and white Americans celebrated together, and even embraced one another as if “another World War had just ended.”12


While many white reporters and columnists adopted the Black boxer as a representative of America’s democratic values—freedom, equality, and fair play—battling against the racist ideology of Nazi Germany, Richard Wright wanted none of it. “The drama of the event,” he wrote in 1938, “manipulated the common symbols and impulses in the minds and bodies of millions of people so effectively as to put to shame our professional playwrights.” In a segregated country, where skin color all but determined his civil rights, Joe Louis wasn’t fighting for some mythical racial unity. No, he was fighting to preserve the racial pride and dignity of twelve million Black Americans. For them, Louis “symbolized the living refutation of the hatred spewed forth daily over radios, in newspapers, in movies, and in books about their lives. Day by day, since their alleged emancipation, they have watched a picture of themselves being painted as lazy, stupid, and diseased. In hapless horror they have suffered the attacks and exploitation which followed in the wake of their being branded as ‘inferiors.’” The heavyweight champion battled for a people who had been “Jim Crowed in the army and navy, barred from many trades and professions, excluded from commerce and finance, relegated to menial positions in government, segregated residentially, denied the right of franchise for the most part; in short, forced to live a separate and impoverished life.”13


Wright reminded readers that only among Black Americans did Louis enjoy universal support. There were still reactionaries in the United States who preached the same racist creed as the fascists in Nazi Germany. And those forces had gloated when Schmeling had knocked out “the Negro” two years earlier, citing the match as proof of white supremacy. But Louis had promised to settle that old score. Vengeance for Louis would mean vengeance for his race.


When it was over, the champ found himself surrounded by dozens of scribes in his dressing room, the glow of victory illuminated by flashbulbs. Sitting on a dressing table, covered in sweat-soaked towels, he answered reporters’ questions. Louis said he had never felt stronger in the ring than he did that night in Yankee Stadium. “I got what folks call revenge—and how,” he said.14


Joe Louis may have buried Max Schmeling beneath the Yankee Stadium ring in 1938, but the reports of the German’s death three years later in Crete proved premature. “Max schmeling is alive,” announced The Star from Nazi-occupied Guernsey in the English Channel Islands. The New York Times retracted its original reporting from a week earlier, informing readers that the former champion was, in effect, still punching, though he was laid up, suffering from some tropical disease in an undisclosed air force hospital. Contacted by a Times reporter, Schmeling summarized the Crete operation as one of German valor overcoming desperate odds. “We fought under tough and difficult conditions, as the enemy had the advantage of superior positions and heavy weapons,” he explained. But in the end, superior German soldiers proved victorious.15


A day before the false report that Schmeling had died in battle, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had declared a national state of emergency. During a fireside chat, he explained that Nazi Germany had overrun Czechoslovakia, Poland, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France. Britain was teetering and might fall any day. German forces were on the move in the Mediterranean and their subs were prowling the North Atlantic, threatening the “freedom of the seas.” “The first and fundamental fact is that what started as a European war has developed into a world war for domination,” intoned Roosevelt.16


The president needed to convince Americans that they had a stake in the war. Neutrality was no longer an option. He understood that when—not if—the United States entered the war, the nation had to be unified. Democrats and Republicans, men and women, young and old, Blacks and whites—Americans of all ethnic groups, religions, races, and income levels had to support the fight against fascism. But how could FDR build consensus in a nation bitterly divided over the prospect of fighting a world war? How could his administration forge racial unity in a segregated country with a Jim Crow military?


George B. Murphy Jr., the administrative secretary for the National Negro Congress, a civil rights organization founded during the New Deal, believed that Joe Louis, the preeminent symbol of democracy, could coalesce the nation in support of Roosevelt’s defense program. On October 6, 1941, about a week before Louis reported for his preliminary army physical, Murphy, a former writer for the Baltimore Afro-American, urged Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson to let Louis fight in Uncle Sam’s Army. Murphy believed that Louis, more than anyone, could unify Black troops and white soldiers. The champion, he wrote, “has won… the love and respect of the entire American people. More than any other single individual in the history of American sports, Joe Louis represents the highest expression of our country’s democratic tradition.”17


Murphy noted that Louis had recently said, “Maybe my next fight will be against Max Schmeling somewhere in no-man’s-land, and I won’t be pulling punches.” Take him at his word, Murphy implored. At a time when many Black Americans questioned the idea of fighting “a white man’s war,” Murphy believed that Louis’s desire to suit up against the Nazis could mobilize Black men in the fight against “the menace of Hitler slavery which faces our country today.” Louis could become “a key factor in building national unity, in giving America the strength to administer a knockout blow to the forces of Hitlerism.”


Yet Stimson believed that Black men were unfit for military service. He considered them inferior to white soldiers, lacking the character, courage, and intellect required for combat, stereotypes that pervaded the military. Drawing on Army War College evaluations that assessed the performance of Black troops during World War I, Stimson confided to his diary, “Leadership is not embedded in the Negro race yet and to try to make commissioned officers to lead them into battle—colored men—is to work disaster for both.” Furthermore, he maintained that segregation in the military must not be overturned. The army could not function as “a sociological laboratory” as it prepared for war.18


In the cramped offices of the War Department, the question was not how to integrate the armed forces or how to improve the conditions for Black soldiers, but how to manage “the Negro problem.” After conducting extensive research and holding endless debates, the War Department maintained its separate but equal policy of “segregation without discrimination” as a necessity for avoiding a race war inside America’s military camps, most of them located in the South. Rejecting Black Americans’ cry for “the right to fight” for democracy at home and abroad, the Roosevelt administration needed a silent symbol, someone who inspired hope among millions of Black Americans without agitating for civil rights or racial equality. For that mission, Uncle Sam called on Joe Louis.19


But the federal government misjudged his plasticity. When he was inducted into the US Army, officers handed Louis a uniform, separated him from white soldiers, and directed him to the “colored” quarters. After his induction, Louis told Pittsburgh Courier columnist Billy Rowe that the segregated barracks were “the real battlefield” for Black troops. Talking with his fellow Black soldiers, Louis learned that he had to do more than entertain them with boxing exhibitions and short speeches about fighting Nazis. Encountering racism in military camps, Louis realized that his popularity as a famous athlete had done little to expand democracy. Being the heavyweight champion didn’t insulate him from racism either. In the US Army, Joe Louis would discover that the fight against Hitler was important, but his greatest fight would be a battle against enemies on the home front.20
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Chapter One


BLACK MOSES


You will hear the Louis saga in detail—how he was born in Alabama, the grandson of slaves belonging to the Barrows… a quiet unassuming colored boy of correct habits; a boy who has never smoked, used alcoholic drinks or chewed tobacco; whose early environment held the bravest of the brave… He has fought fair and square in his record in every instance, without ballahoo or bluster. Early in his career, his shrewd managers reminded him of his handicap of race and color, and impressed on him the value of modesty. Not to be ashamed of his race, but to help build it up in the eyes of the world, was, they urged, the best policy. The lesson stuck.


—Harry Stillwell Edwards, Atlanta Journal, June 19, 1936


“At the age of 26, Joe Louis, heavyweight boxing champion of the world, is the most famous and successful Negro on earth,” began Earl Brown’s Life magazine profile of the boxer. Published in June 1940, the seven-page article featured fifteen photographs, taking readers inside the champ’s private world. Henry Luce’s middlebrow publication seldom addressed issues of race, but Louis’s popularity, particularly his fanatical hold on Black America, made him unique. In a 1941 cover story, Time, another Luce publication, would characterize him as a “Black Moses”—a leader, only two generations removed from slavery, who lifted “the children of Ham out of bondage” and delivered them to the promised land. Fittingly, Brown commented, “a picture of [Louis] hangs in the living room of almost every Negro home in the U.S.” Across the country, Black women “named their cats, dogs and children after him” and, according to legend, the night Joe met his only defeat nine Black men died of heart attacks listening to the bout on the radio.1


Louis had reigned supreme in the American press from the time of his arrival in New York City in 1935 for a match against former heavyweight champion Primo Carnera, a six-foot-seven-inch, 260-pound Italian giant who had been plucked out of the circus and turned into a prizefighter by the mob. Joe’s rags-to-riches biography, though sketchy, was widely known, especially to readers of the nation’s Black newspapers, whose reporters had endowed the boxer with near superhuman qualities. From the onset of Joe’s career, his manager, John Roxborough, cultivated mutually beneficial relationships with Black writers who, in exchange for access, wrote favorable columns presenting Louis as humble and dignified, a righteous force and the answer to Black America’s prayers. In 1936, the Pittsburgh Courier’s Chester Washington, a writer who would serve as Joe’s Boswell in the coming years, wrote, “He’s quiet and reserved. He doesn’t say much, but he’s got an infectious, friendly grin that endears him to people. He’s cocksure without being cocky; confident without being condescending. He’s the type which everyone likes. Nothing Uncle-Tom about him.”2


By 1940, Roxborough had come to expect that if a Black reporter was writing about Louis, not a disparaging word would be published about the champion. The unwritten rule for Black writers covering Louis was that they were expected to write fluff pieces—not hatchet jobs. Roxborough assumed, therefore, that a Life profile would further enhance his fighter’s legend. Life’s editors selected Earl Brown to write the story. The Harvard-educated Brown, a former Negro League ballplayer turned reporter and managing editor of the New York Amsterdam News, had covered the rise of Louis since at least the Carnera match. Ebeneezer Ray, a columnist for The New York Age who knew Brown, wrote that his counterpart “effects a quiet, unassuming manner—a dopey sort of ‘unassuming.’” But, as another editorialist of the Age commented, Brown had a reputation for “coloring stories of those he liked and blasting away at those he disliked; it meant personal journalism; it meant inaccurate journalism.”3


Roxborough welcomed the publicity. He carefully managed Louis’s career and, even more importantly, his image. From the moment Joe turned professional, Roxborough and his business partner, Julian Black, set down several unbreakable rules that governed the fighter’s conduct inside and outside the ring, knowing that white boxing fans preferred “Negro fighters virtuous, and remembering the stigma that still clung to colored fighters as a result of Jack Johnson’s flamboyant wenching when he was the world’s heavyweight champion” between 1908 and 1915. In short, noted a writer for Time, Roxborough and Black “decided that their boy was going to be pure.” Inside the ropes, Joe became a gentleman killer—pummeling opponents into pugilistic graves, but never verbally humiliating them or suggesting in any way that they were anything less than worthy fighters. His deadpan expression before, during, and after matches and his brief, generous praise for his opponent—no matter how quickly dispatched—distanced him from the looming, gloating image of “Papa Jack” Johnson. Avoiding fixed fights and crooked entanglements with white mobsters, Louis said, “I want to fight honest so that the next colored boy can get the same kinda break I got. If I ‘cut the fool,’ I’ll let my people down.”4


Outside the ring, Louis traveled in a Black and brown world. His managers, trainers, friends, and wife were all Black. When he visited New York, he stayed uptown in Harlem at the Hotel Theresa between 124th and 125th Streets. When he landed in Chicago, he settled down on the South Side. And in Detroit, he mixed in his old Black Bottom neighborhood with longtime friends. No matter what city or town, Louis, unlike Johnson, treated any public social interaction with white women like handling vipers.


To protect his fighter, Roxborough established some ground rules for Earl Brown and John Fields, the Life editor. They assured him that they only had a human-interest piece in mind, a “complimentary and uplifting” story. Further, they promised the suspicious manager that he could read, and presumably suggest changes to, the final draft before publication. On this basis, Roxborough ushered Brown into Louis’s inner circle. Brown received “every courtesy and consideration,” Roxborough claimed. The quiet, “unassuming” reporter interviewed Roxborough, Joe’s family, and several of his friends, and even the champion himself, always a difficult assignment. To make the assignment easier for Brown, the manager hosted the reporter at his home for several nights. Yet when the final draft was completed, Roxborough never saw it, though he requested to read it several times. Whether or not Brown planned from the first to ridicule and belittle Louis, to expose a member of his own race to public humiliation, is uncertain. But that’s the way it turned out.5


On the surface, Brown’s product touched all the bases. By 1940 the Joe Louis story had been told and retold in countless newspaper and magazine articles, blues recordings and calypso songs, and even one movie, The Spirit of Youth, with the prizefighter playing the lead. Somehow the standard narrative of his life never revealed the man in full, but his rise spoke to the important role he played as the hero in Black America. In 1936, Edward Van Every, a white reporter for The Sun and Joe’s first biographer, believed, remarkably, that a young Black boxer with little formal education was meant to fulfill some divine mission for brokering peace between the races. “It is, and not extravagant to set down, as though the finger of God had singled this youth out for purposes of His own,” Van Every wrote. “That the Negro race should find a Black Moses who was to prove of incalculable assistance to the great leaders of his people in lighting the way to a broader tolerance on the part of his white brother, and that this ambassador to the finer brotherhood should come up from the mayhap brutalizing paths and byways of pugilism, is as irreconcilable with plausibility as that a Negro could be acceptable in the role of heavyweight champion of the prize ring.”6


The Joe Louis Barrow legend began in red-clay LaFayette, Alabama, in a dilapidated sharecropper’s shack nestled close to the Georgia line. Born on May 13, 1914, the seventh of eight children, young Joe endured a hardscrabble existence with his family in the Chambers County countryside, laboring long hours in the sun-soaked cotton fields and often going to bed hungry at night. Virtually uneducated, burdened by a speech impediment, he faced daunting odds, which did not improve much when his overworked and often withdrawn father was committed to the Searcy Hospital for the Colored Criminally Insane in Mount Vernon, when Joe was about two years old. If chroniclers favored rags-to-riches stories, Louis’s rags phase was as bad as they come.


His life took a slight turn upward when his mother and her second husband moved the family from Alabama to Detroit, Michigan, joining the Great Migration of Southern Black people to the urban Midwest and Northeast. If his educational opportunities didn’t improve much, he did find regular work delivering ice and hauling truck bodies on a conveyor belt at a Ford auto plant. But the arrival of the Great Depression in 1929 made finding any paying work more difficult, particularly for Black Detroiters. In the spring of 1932 at the age of seventeen, shortly before the Hoover Depression became the Roosevelt Depression, Louis found his gold mine—boxing, first as an amateur and then as a professional. He rose through the ranks with astonishing speed. Dropping Barrow from his name and fighting as Joe Louis, in 1933 and 1934 he won the Golden Gloves and several other national championships before turning professional under the management of Roxborough and Julian Black, who were often referred to as civic leaders in the Black enclaves of Detroit and Chicago.


The last piece in Louis’s Horatio Alger tale was the promotional deal he signed with Mike Jacobs, who was on the cusp of becoming the most powerful operator in the sport. Jacobs could guarantee Louis important matches on the best dates in the largest venues. Summer bouts in New York at Yankee Stadium or the Polo Grounds, Chicago’s Comiskey Park, and Philadelphia’s Municipal Stadium—outdoor facilities that could seat tens of thousands of paying customers and generate million-dollar gates—were now open to the Brown Bomber. Jacobs would make Louis wealthy, and Joe would make the promoter a country squire on an estate in Rumson, New Jersey.


This was the well-worn Joe Louis saga—from Alabama to Detroit to New York, aided by several benevolent race men and a promoter who convinced Louis and his Black managers that as a proud Jew he knew something about discrimination in America. Roxborough, Black, and Jacobs promised to guide the fighter’s career, watch over him, and make sure that he did not end up punch-drunk and broke. It was a comforting tale of decent men and a great athlete, of the meritocracy in sports and the democratic nature of America.


But that comforting tale was not fully accurate. Not by a long shot. By mid-1940, the successful triumvirate of Louis, Roxborough, and Jacobs confronted joint and individual problems. Money welded the three men together. Between 1935 and 1939, spurred by Jacobs’s shrewd matchmaking and promotional genius, Louis became a veritable cash machine, giving life to the song “We’re in the Money.” His matches against former champions Primo Carnera, Max Baer, Max Schmeling, Jack Sharkey, and reigning title holder Jimmy Braddock saw the largest gates of the decade, and his contests against such contenders as “Two Ton” Tony Galento and King Levinsky were blockbusters. But in 1940 the gates began to shrink in proportion to the popularity of Louis’s opponents. Added to this problem, the three men came under a level of scrutiny that was less than flattering.


Earl Brown’s widely read profile, for instance, veered dramatically from the standard treatment of Joe’s life story. In his article, Louis emerges as the most unlikely athlete to receive an invitation to a cotillion. Brown treats Louis as an illiterate, voiceless fighter, interested only in eating, sleeping, and watching movies. “Serious thoughts about his position in the world do not bother the champion.” Instead, he spends his days chomping on apples, downing ice cream by the quart, and lounging on a sofa. With a sniff of superiority, Brown noted, “Louis’s deportment, though better than it used to be, is not yet Chesterfieldian. At [the] table he sprawls like a huge puppy dog, with feet and elbows drifting in all directions. He snores like a Mack truck when asleep and wallows like a walrus when washing.” Brown reported that the champion owned twenty-five pairs of shoes, though he frequently complained that they hurt his feet and enjoyed walking barefoot indoors and out. Adding anecdotes that would make Louis look most ridiculous, Life’s reporter observed, “One of [Joe’s] small luxuries is having his corns trimmed by his wife, Marva, with whom his relations are otherwise not altogether flawless.”7


Brown’s frontal assault on the marriage between Joe and Marva incensed millions of Black readers. At the time, the two were the unofficial first family of Black America. Out for a stroll along an avenue in Harlem, dressed flawlessly and stunningly good-looking, they could draw a crowd any day of the week. Children and adults scrambled for the best view and trailed behind the couple for blocks. In the Black press, there was no saturation point for news stories about them. Joe training for an upcoming fight, Marva preparing at their Spring Hill estate in Michigan for a horse show, Joe blistering another white challenger, Marva attending Vogue Designing School, or both opening their fabulous closets to delighted reporters—every story seemed as if it had been filed from the land of Oz. Rich, famous, beautiful—there was not another success story for Black Americans like it.


Yet Brown suggested, sometimes with just a wisp of a detail, that there was trouble in paradise. Joe and Marva came from different worlds. Marva grew up in a religious upwardly mobile middle-class family that valued education and refinement. She enjoyed social gatherings but disliked her husband’s childhood friends. Joe believed Marva’s Sugar Hill soirees were pretentious and, even worse, boring. Marva thought that her husband’s friends were parasites, estimating that he had spent about $200,000—an outrageous sum in 1940—entertaining them. Added to all this was the widely recognized, if seldom mentioned, fact that “Louis likes to make friends in democratic fashion with the entertainers in Harlem cafes.” Translated from the magazine’s circumspect editorial policy—Joe had dozens of meaningless affairs. Perhaps as a result, Brown included the couple’s sleeping arrangements—twin beds. Nonetheless, he reported, “Joe and Marva have never had a rift serious enough to endanger Louis’ position as an example of his race.”8


Virtually everyone close to Louis was cut by Brown’s axe. Roxborough and Black, generally characterized by Black writers as successful businessmen and benevolent guardians of Joe, emerged as criminals. “Roxborough is currently trying to establish his innocence in a Detroit policy-racket case,” the journalist noted. “Black has a rather impressive police record. Fortunately, the fact that both Louis managers are undoubtedly well acquainted with the shadier side of Detroit’s sporting and commercial life has operated for the good of all concerned,” he added. Brown even made Joe’s mother, Lillie Barrow Brooks, look foolish when he quoted her in Uncle Remus dialogue. “Dat boy was born in 1914.… He’s always been healthy and strong ’cause I fed him plenty of collard greens, fat back, and corn pone.”9


If Earl Brown’s profile revealed uncomfortable truths about the champion—his flaws and shortcomings, and the seedy side of his career—it also provoked great anger from Black readers who believed the Life writer was determined to correct the “fictionized accounts of Joe Louis” spun by the Black press on a near daily basis. In order to understand the fierce defense of Joe Louis and his universal admiration among Black Americans, “we must try to grasp the meaning of the immense prestige that the Negro community attaches to those who are successful,” Roi Ottley explained in his 1943 book ‘New World A-Coming’: Inside Black America. Ottley argued that for Black Americans the success of one individual translated into a success for the entire race. “Close track is kept of Negroes who have been successful in all fields, but especially in those fields in which Negroes excel in competition with white men.” That’s what made Louis, a boxer, so important. Every Black kid who looked like him lived vicariously through the champ’s triumphs. He gave Black folks reason to “shout and yell—and indeed to brag and boast.” The Joe Louis story had “encouraged and inspired, moved and stirred, and set… examples of exemplary conduct.” The power of the Louis tale was that it made Black people “unafraid of tomorrow.” But if it turned out that the Louis story wasn’t true—or that it was built on lies—that would shatter the hopes and dreams of millions of Black people.10


One unshakable rule that followed from Ottley’s view was that Black folks should not attack a hero of the race, especially in front of white Americans. And there were not many publications whiter than Henry Luce’s Life magazine. That made the backlash immediate—and damning. In his New York Age column, Ebeneezer Ray accused Earl Brown of stripping “the champion of everything complimentary but his ability to defeat his opponents. Any illusions that Louis admirers may have of him being the gentleman he appears to be on the surface is effectively dispelled.… Even Joe’s conjugal life is mentioned.” Going even further, another columnist for The New York Age labeled Brown a “pet” of the editors of Time and Life, essentially calling him the white publisher’s “boy.” The columnist predicted that Brown was through as a Black press man.11


The importance of the Life profile extended beyond Brown’s questionable journalistic practices. Because Louis belonged to all of Black America, an assault on his character, even if true, became a highly politicized event. Walter White expressed outrage when he read the magazine article. A longtime admirer of Louis, the head of the NAACP kept a picture of the champ in his office, and he often uttered gratitude for Joe’s generous donations to the civil rights organization. Lashing out at Brown, White wrote, “You and I know that there are any number of white people who don’t want to see any Negro earn as much money or stay on top.” The inclusion of a picture of Brown at the beginning of the article would make it easier for white critics to attack Louis. Why, White wondered, had Brown not focused on all the “commendable things” Louis had done?12


White was more direct in his correspondence with the editor of Life. Had White not known the fighter and his managers, not known the good they had done for their communities and their race, after reading the article he would have been misled to believe that Joe was “exceedingly stupid and Messrs. Roxborough and Black [were] cold-blooded Svengalis.” But he knew better, and in a two-page letter elucidated the record. Inside the ropes, the boxer and his managers had never engaged in a fixed fight or been involved in any “shady business of that sort.” Joe “refused to endorse products simply to get money.” In fact, on one occasion the NAACP leader witnessed Louis turn down a “huge cheque” to endorse a brand of whiskey. He recalled Joe saying, “a lot of kids think they should do what the Champion does and I am not going to cause any of them to think drinking whiskey is right.” Altogether, White lamented the decision of the magazine to print such a one-sided, inaccurate article of a vital Black idol.13


No one was more incensed by Earl Brown’s article than John Roxborough. Infuriated and embarrassed that he had failed to protect Joe from “a sinister campaign” launched by a “white magazine,” he took his complaints to the press. Not only was it “probably the worst story ever written about Joe,” he told a Detroit Tribune reporter, but the humiliation was compounded by the fact that “it was written by a member of his own race.” In Roxy’s eyes, Brown “proved himself just another ‘Uncle Tom,’ who if he had his own way, would sell the Negroes of America down the river and back into slavery.” Worse, Brown was a Judas, betraying a good and decent man for personal gain. But instead of thirty pieces of silver, the reporter “sold his racial pride for a mess of pottage.”14


Joe Louis never uttered a word about Earl Brown, at least not publicly. He often said that he let his fighting do his talking. Roxborough had urged him to avoid arguments with reporters even if they spread bitter lies. For a boxer, even bad publicity was good publicity, his manager once said. “You just got to keep clean so they can’t write you into scandal,” Roxborough advised. It was a hard lesson his manager had learned from experience.15


There were few straight lines in Joe Louis’s life. People drifted in and out, like they were passing through a revolving hotel door. Some he came to know well, others barely, and many not at all. Janet MacDonald, a thirty-four-year-old divorced émigré from England, fell into the last category. Joe Louis had no role in her sensational story, but the fallout of MacDonald’s drama would have a profound impact on his life.


In 1937, MacDonald lived with her nine-year-old daughter Pearl in a boardinghouse on the east side of Detroit, working as a cashier in a small market. Then her life changed dramatically. She met William McBride, a mid-level hood who managed Detroit’s Great Lakes Mutual Numbers House, an illegal gambling organization. They fell in love. Or at least she did. He arranged for her to work in his organization. McBride spent freely, tipped grandly, and enjoyed influential “friends” in Detroit’s criminal, political, and law enforcement circles. He was, it turned out, especially close to Richard Reading Jr., son and right-hand man of Mayor Richard “Little Dick” Reading Sr. himself.16


But after a few good years, McBride sank into something that resembled a crisis of conscience. In July 1939 he ended his affair with MacDonald. It was for her “own good,” he said. He generously counseled her to find “some nice fellow,” a man such as he wasn’t. MacDonald took the brush-off badly, vowing that only over her dead body would McBride take up with another woman.


Several anguished weeks later, Janet MacDonald made good on her words. On August 5th she retrieved her daughter from her sister’s house, saying that they were going horseback riding, though the pink taffeta dress Pearl wore seemed more appropriate for an afternoon tea. Instead of galloping on horses, she prowled through the streets of Detroit until her daughter had fallen asleep. Only then did she pull into a tiny rented garage and attach a hose from the car’s exhaust to its rear window. The carbon monoxide killed them both.


Before Janet MacDonald died, in a fine, steady hand she wrote a series of letters addressed to the Detroit police commissioner, several newspapers, Michigan’s governor, and Detroit’s FBI head outlining McBride’s operation. The epistles precisely detailed the leading numbers organization’s police bribes and political payoffs. Naming names and detailing the inner workings of the operation and the police protection arrangements, her remarkable j’accuse letters and dramatic death outraged city residents.


Mayor “Little Dick” Reading and his superintendent of police quickly formed racket squads to investigate and absolve themselves of the charges. “It’s a lot of nonsense,” claimed Reading. “I don’t know what it is all about.” But the evidence said otherwise. On April 24, 1940, a Detroit judge indicted Reading and 134 others of giving and accepting graft payments that allowed the city’s $10 million a year numbers racket to thrive. Of the 135 indicted, 28 were Black. And one of them was a prominent businessman and committed “race man” in the Motor City: Joe Louis’s manager, John Roxborough. Asked for a comment, Roxborough brushed the reporter aside. Smiling as he puffed a cigar, he explained, “I’ve been out of town and do not know what it is all about, but maybe I ought to check up and see if I stubbed my toe.”17


The truth was that Roxborough knew the indictment was coming. New York Daily News columnist Jimmy Powers suggested that Roxborough had exploited public appearances by Louis to gain political favors in Michigan. And if investigators conducted an audit of Roxy’s accounting, Powers wrote, they would find several sportswriters on the take. Outraged by Powers’s column, Roy Wilkins, the NAACP’s assistant secretary, rushed to defend Roxborough. Wilkins believed that countless white writers resented the fact that the champion’s Black managers—“the Louis mob,” Powers called them—were financially independent and not beholden to the white sports establishment. And now those same columnists, “tired of a Negro being heavyweight champion of the world,” read Roxborough’s indictment and planned to use it to destroy Joe’s reputation since no white man could beat him in the ring.18


Pittsburgh Courier columnist Wendell Smith could not believe a grand jury would “railroad” “Genial John,” a man who had “conducted himself above reproach in so many other lines of endeavor.” Most Black reporters who knew Roxborough described him as a gentleman, “a credit to the Negro race,” and the pride of Detroit. He had been born into a socially and politically influential biracial family and was well educated and business wise. His father had been a successful lawyer, a pillar of Detroit’s Paradise Valley. His brother Charles was also a lawyer and politico, becoming the first Black person elected to the Michigan Senate. But John Roxborough was more interested in business than the law. He ran a real estate company, had banking and other commercial interests, and contributed generously to various charities supporting Black Detroit. Always interested in sports, he funded several local baseball teams. Soft-spoken and impeccably dressed, the bespectacled, moon-faced benefactor attended track meets and baseball games, boxing matches and football contests, eager to help a talented athlete reach for his dreams.19


Roxborough had spotted Joe Louis early in the boxer’s amateur career. Recognizing Joe’s talent, the businessman facilitated his development. He gave the fighter training money, but beyond that, he educated Joe, providing instruction on how to dress, speak, and behave socially. He even boarded the fighter in his own home. Was Roxborough’s generosity a savvy investment? Perhaps. When Louis turned pro in 1934, Roxborough was his comanager, claiming 25 percent of every one of the boxer’s purses, an amount that eventually rose above a million dollars. Yet in several crucial ways, Roxborough became a surrogate father to Louis. In a sport where exploitation was routine, where managers regularly gobbled, used up, and spit out their fighters, Roxborough looked out for Louis, trying as much as he could to save him from the sad fate of so many other boxers. At least that was the popular belief in the 1930s, and it was at least partially true.20


Gentleman, business tycoon, philanthropist, race man, and benevolent manager—Roxborough laid claim to all these titles. And one more—numbers operator. Out of a building on St. Antoine Street, he ran the Big Four Policy and Numbers House, generating an estimated $800,000 annually. He took chances and made a small fortune. When the police arrested Roxborough, he didn’t try to make deals or implicate others to save himself—especially Louis, whom he insisted knew nothing about his businesses. “I liked the way he stood up to that Detroit indictment,” wrote a Black columnist for the Norfolk Journal and Guide. “No whimpering. No mealy-mouthed hypocritical statements. Only the savage insistence that Joe Louis is not implicated.… He has his own code of right and wrong and has practiced it in its broadest sense always with the good name of his race in view.”21


Even so, Roxborough’s trouble soon became Joe Louis’s problem. With his numbers business shut down and his legal expenses soaring, he desperately needed cash. In the past he had occasionally lent money to Louis when the improvident champion needed five or ten thousand dollars. Now the manager began to call in the loans, which Joe could only repay with his ring earnings. Roxborough and Louis required another major fight, another million-dollar gate. But Joe had already beaten all the big draws. It was a problem of supply and demand. In any era, quality heavyweights are a rare commodity. They require talent and dedication, as well as years of seasoning and promotional buildup. But Louis had already rampaged through The Ring’s top ten list. The more he fought, the more he reduced the limited supply of capable and compelling opponents. By the end of 1940, with Roxborough more focused on staying out of prison than on Louis’s career, Joe’s schedule had been effectively turned over to promoter Mike Jacobs. Roxborough had often promised that he would take care of Joe. He insisted it was a question of race as well as decency. Jacobs, however, had made other promises, including arranging a shot at the title. Beyond that, he offered no commitments.


Mike Jacobs knew something about robbery. On April 7, 1940, a half dozen armed thieves invaded Jacobs’s Rumson, New Jersey, home. At the time, the promoter, his wife, and some friends were watching television, which had begun regular broadcasts a year earlier. Jacobs described the gunmen as “nice and friendly,” as gunmen went. “There were no arguments. I asked for a cigarette, and they gave me one.” Then he did what he did best—negotiate. In the end, the robbers left the home with $700 and a cheap watch, and the women got to keep their diamonds. Though the victims reported the heist, Jacobs was vague about the entire affair, refusing at first to disclose the names of his friends and dollar amounts. Even so, the county prosecutor let it be known that he would “solve the horrid crime.” But the investigation, if there was one, completely disappeared from newspapers.22


The entire story displayed the nature of Jacobs’s career. There was something strange about it. A gang of “friendly” gunmen robbing a mansion and walking away with a few hundred dollars and an inexpensive lady’s watch? No diamonds, no search of the house, no attempt to extort even more money from the wealthy group? But then, that was the story of Jacobs’s improbable life, a tale where the lines between fact and fiction blurred, where accounting numbers were apt to suddenly change, and where exact details were hard to find. Of only two things could an observer be certain: No deal was exactly what it seemed, and at the end of the day Mike Jacobs worked out a favorable deal.


Everyone in the boxing game called the promoter “Uncle Mike.” He encouraged that informality. It endowed him with a charming, familiar, harmless air, one that was accentuated by the cut of his cheap suits and the rattle of his store-bought false teeth. But the sobriquet Uncle Mike fit him about as well as “Uncle Joe” suited Stalin. Peering through his glasses with the small birdlike eyes of a predator, dark and intense, he unnerved anyone negotiating a deal with him. “When you heard his teeth clack and looked into those dark eyes,” recalled boxing writer Dan Daniel, “you instinctively felt for your wallet.”23


A son of Jewish immigrants born in a filthy, rough-edged Irish neighborhood close to the New York City Battery, Jacobs hustled nickels and dimes as soon as he was old enough to hustle. And he kept on hustling for the remainder of his life. With an uncanny sense of what New Yorkers and out-of-towners wanted to see, he accumulated a fortune speculating on tickets to Broadway plays, sporting events, and the Metropolitan Opera House. From hawking ducats to backing productions and assorted ventures was a small but lucrative step. Trafficking in everything from plays and six-day bicycle races to the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show and the Fifth Avenue fashion show, Uncle Mike took his cut. And in the 1920s, when New York legalized boxing and the sport entered its golden age, Jacobs bankrolled promoter George “Tex” Rickard, raking in enormous profits.24


Uncle Mike’s finest day came in 1935 when he convinced Joe Louis’s management team to sign an exclusive promotional contract with him. The deal eventually paved the way for Jacobs to take over promotions at Madison Square Garden and the prime summer dates for major fights at Yankee Stadium. Beginning in June 1935 with Primo Carnera, the House that Ruth Built and where the Bronx Bombers played became the Home of the Brown Bomber. By the end of 1941 Jacobs had featured Louis in eight Yankee Stadium bouts, including both contests with Max Schmeling.


Uncle Mike’s plans for Louis were not made with Joe’s health in mind. He believed that he had made Louis champion, and that meant Joe owed him. Jacobs played a critical role in arranging a title shot for Louis. By all rights—a slippery concept in the boxing racket—champion James J. Braddock should have defended his title in 1937 against Max Schmeling. The logic of a Braddock–Schmeling championship fight was irrefutable, the fairness unassailable. The German had won his last four fights, three by knockout and all against quality opponents. His signature victory in the streak was a decisive twelve-round knockout of Joe Louis. The win jumped Schmeling above Louis as number one contender, convincing the New York boxing commission to order Braddock to defend his title against Max.


Jacobs had other ideas. Control of the heavyweight champion was essential to his plans to dominate the entire sport. Virtually every authority predicted that a Louis–Braddock fight would be a mismatch. The Brown Bomber, they said, would dispatch the Cinderella Man in short order. The same boxing scribes expressed confidence that Schmeling would also defeat Braddock. Undoubtedly, the next champion would be the first of the two leading challengers to fight Braddock. Given the march toward war in Europe, coupled with Adolf Hitler’s racist ideology, Jacobs suspected that if Schmeling won the heavyweight crown, it would come under the Führer’s control, and Louis would never get a chance to fight for it. Somehow the crafty promoter had to convince Braddock and his manager Joe Gould to ignore the New York boxing commission and sidestep Schmeling.


His first strategy centered on anti-fascism. By the summer of 1937, Hitler had made his political and social designs abundantly evident. He had re-established mandatory military service in the Reich, remilitarized the Rhineland, renounced the Versailles Peace Treaty, signed defense treaties with fascist Italy and Imperial Japan, and fought alongside other fascists in Spain. Inside Germany, he had all but eliminated Jews from every corner of the fatherland’s political, social, and cultural life. The fate of Jews in boxing, in fact, had been settled in the first months of his regime. On March 30, 1933, two months after Hitler became chancellor, the head of amateur boxing announced that Jews could no longer belong to his organization. Professional boxing soon eliminated Jewish participants altogether. According to the antisemitic newspaper Der Angriff, there was simply no place in German boxing for Jews—not as pugilists, trainers, doctors, lawyers, promotors, managers, or “whatever else those bloodsuckers call themselves.”25


At that time Schmeling had not officially joined the Nazi party. He still enjoyed outstanding relations with the American press, and employed a Jewish manager—the flamboyant, cigar-chomping Joe Jacobs, a character who seemed to have emerged from the typewriter of Damon Runyon. But the fact that the boxer was German quickly tarnished everything else. In this frigid US–German political climate, anything that Hitler supported instantly became a commodity for opposition among “patriotic Americans.” Some of the opposition groups that arose in this political climate were the Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League, the Jewish War Veterans, the American League Against War and Fascism, and like-minded groups and individuals. Although Mike Jacobs (no relation to Joe Jacobs) rarely ventured into deep and swirling political waters, he did develop some strong anti-fascist opinions about the scheduled Braddock–Schmeling fight. Expressing his newly discovered political conscience, he echoed the various anti-Nazi groups, suggesting that a Braddock–Schmeling fight would, in effect, be a stain on the American Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution. And even worse, with so many groups calling for a boycott, the fight wouldn’t draw flies.26


On the other hand, a Braddock–Louis title match proved a quick fix to some prickly ethical, political, and financial problems. Ethically it removed the promoter from doing anything that resembled accommodating the Nazis; politically it supported a wide band of constituencies, Jewish organizations, and Black groups, in fact most interested American groups except for the German–American Bund; and financially the entire kerfuffle had generated so much soap-opera publicity that the fight was sure to kill at the box office. Neither Uncle Mike nor Joe Gould cared an iota about fairness for Schmeling or demands made by the New York boxing commission. They focused on the dollars—but on that subject the promoter and the manager disagreed.


Gould, representing Braddock, wanted the best deal possible, not only because the Cinderella Man was champion but because when he entered the ring against Louis, in all likelihood, the clock would strike midnight and he would end up flat on his back. A mediocre heavyweight with a long and undistinguished record, his fight against Louis would probably be his last, or close to it. That being the case, Gould felt that his man’s end of the purse should be extra generous. Not only did he insist on 50 percent of the gate, he demanded an unprecedented bonus—20 percent of the net profits from every Joe Louis heavyweight championship bout that Jacobs promoted over the next decade. The deal would have staggered the imagination of P. T. Barnum or John D. Rockefeller. If Mike Jacobs had been able to evaluate the proposal in the abstract, he might even have envied it. But he took a more practical view. His ultimate plans, which included near-monopolistic control of professional boxing, depended on Louis winning the title. Therefore, he took the deal, undoubtedly plotting to maneuver out of it somewhere down the road.27


Louis won the title in Chicago’s Comiskey Park on June 22, 1937, brutally knocking out Braddock in the eighth round after pummeling him for most of the fight. The former champion earned his share of the gate—and the extra unpublicized bonus. Jacobs’s Twentieth Century Sporting Club captured the one prize it needed to dominate the sport. Of course, the promoter attempted to worm out of the deal, generating suits and countersuits, and in the process exposing the financial relationship between Louis and Jacobs. By March 1940, Gould and Braddock claimed that Jacobs owed them just over $104,000 for their cut from nine Louis title defenses. For some reporters the financial breakdown involved in the suit was just numbers in a ledger book, but several Black columnists noticed that the Brown Bomber’s share from his fights was considerably less than what was generally reported. Joe received only 50 percent of his share of the gate. Roxborough and Black each received 25 percent. When all the divisions and subtractions were made, Uncle Mike made significantly more from each Louis defense than the Brown Bomber.28


However, by 1940, three years after Louis won the championship, Jacobs struggled to find fighters who could legitimately challenge him for the heavyweight title. In February, when Jacobs arranged for Louis to defend his crown against Chilean Arturo Godoy, an unranked ring veteran, virtually no sportswriter gave the contender a chance of winning. They undoubtedly agreed with the Daily Worker’s Lester Rodney that the challenger “will be a hero if he lasts more than five rounds.” A few days before the contest Rodney reflected on the Louis phenomenon. Perhaps it was because there appeared to be no serious contenders remaining in the heavyweight ranks; maybe it was because a few blocks away from the Garden a large electric sign advertised Gone with the Wind, a nostalgic film that romanticized the antebellum South and presented Black people as servants and field hands. The communist sportswriter knew it had something to do with the explosion of humanity in Harlem after each victory of the Brown Bomber. The people “pour down the rickety steps into the street as soon as the radio tells them that he’s won again—and somebody always digs up an old Ethiopian flag for a parade down 7th Avenue.” The scribe thought that Joe was the greatest fighter who had ever lived—and something else, he was “much more significant than just a sports figure.”29


Surprisingly, Godoy lasted past the fifth round. The rugged Chilean scrapper went the distance in an odd, unorthodox contest. His style defied description, confounding Louis. Like Tony Galento, another contender who frustrated the champion, Godoy fought from a deep crouch, bending at the knees and the waist. At times he dipped so low that his chest and chin almost scraped the canvas. Then, when it seemed he could not contort his body any lower, he would suddenly pogo-stick upward, launching left and right hooks at Louis’s head. If he missed with the hooks—which he usually did—he closed tight to the champion—smothering Joe’s punches, using his head and shoulders and elbows to hurt Louis, and then holding on until the referee split the two men. “Joe was slapped, laughed at, wrestled from corner to corner, taunted and provoked into probably the worst exhibition he has ever given in a prize ring since he was knocked out by Max Schmeling,” judged Jimmy Powers.30


Louis’s problem was that his jabs and hooks went over Godoy’s head whenever the South American fighter stooped into his ludicrous crouch. But Louis landed enough punches to slice open Godoy’s face in a dozen or more spots. And certainly, he scored enough to eke out a split decision. Although some writers believed the verdict was fair, several more cynical reporters thought that Louis carried Godoy, allowing him to last the full fifteen rounds and keeping the fight close. Why? With so few viable contenders, a close decision would allow Jacobs and the reporters in his pocket to beat the drum for a summer stadium rematch. A photograph in The Ring showing Godoy locked onto Uncle Mike in a two-fisted hug while he planted a kiss on the promoter’s cheek did nothing to dispel the rematch hypothesis. Nor did Godoy’s startling jump from an unranked heavyweight to number one contender.31


Everything in the match seemed backward. Celebrated columnist Richards Vidmer touched the heart of the matter: “Louis won, but was not pleased. Godoy lost, but was jumping with joy an hour afterward, for the champion in victory had fought a bad fight and the challenger in defeat had accomplished the seemingly impossible by staying on his feet through fifteen rounds. Joe Louis was depressed, Godoy delighted.”32


Joe took his Pyrrhic loss in stride. How could he fight an opponent who spent so much of the match looking like he was preparing to lower himself onto a mattress? “If a guy wants to stay and crawls on the ground you can’t do much about it,” commented the champion. “Maybe that’s the way they fight south of the border.” Even worse, it was his lowest-grossing Madison Square Garden fight. All he could do was shake his head and apologize for his performance.33


The bad match provided kindling for reporters critical of the champion. Since his 1936 loss to Max Schmeling, white boxing writers had filed hundreds of stories focused on Louis’s flaws. He carried his right too low, he lacked the intelligence to adjust in the heat of battle, the good life had made him soft. Their conclusion: The champion’s days were numbered. Better he leave the fight game on top than suffer another humiliating victory.34


Robert Considine advanced another reason Louis should exit. Like Alexander the Great, the champion had no more worlds to conquer. “I know it will be tough to quit,” Considine wrote. “You want to; you’ve wanted to for some time. But there are complications. You are the central meal ticket of the 20th Century Sport Club.” But Joe deserved retirement. He had been the “fairest, cleanest and most honest fighter any of us ever saw… You never had an alibi or unkind word about an opponent.” Gracious in victory, honest in his one defeat, he had been that rarest of title holders—“a fighting champion” who never handpicked opponents. Considine ended by imploring, “Quit it, Joe. You’ve been an inspiration to your race and you’ve given boxing more than it probably deserves.”35


Considine may have overestimated Louis’s wealth, but his evaluation of the champion’s importance to Jacobs’s Twentieth Century Sporting Club was accurate. The main drawing card, the most dependable source of money, he had made Jacobs a very wealthy man. The promoter had no plans for Louis’s retirement; just the opposite, his strategy called for an increase in the Bomber’s title defenses. After the match, Jacobs began to think that Louis was vulnerable and that a stable of challengers could test him in matches that would generate packed arenas. “We’re loaded to the barrel, now,” he said. “The day before yesterday it looked as if we’d never find anybody to stand up against Louis, and now, because of what Godoy did, I can put the champion in against any one of nine contenders.”36


Appropriately, nearly six weeks after facing Godoy, Louis returned to the Garden for a Finnish Relief Fund fight against Johnny Paychek, an unimpressive though ranked contender. Less than twelve thousand people paid to watch the contest, and judging from the boos most thought they did not get their money’s worth. Paychek climbed into the ring visibly shaken. Nat Fleischer wrote that he appeared “more scared than any pugilist I have ever seen in my long association with the sport.” Another ringside reporter quipped, “Did you ever see a ghost walking? I did.” Once the bell rang, Paychek’s fears materialized. From start to finish, Louis dominated the fight, knocking Paychek out cold in the second round. It took a bucket of ice water poured over his head to return him to consciousness.37


After demolishing Johnny Paychek, Louis’s June rematch against Arturo Godoy erased all doubts about his fitness as champion. For seven rounds at Yankee Stadium, working with the methodical precision of a “butcher,” he sliced and carved Godoy’s face in one of the goriest bouts of his career. Streams of blood leaked from Arturo’s flattened nose. His bloodstained chin looked as if a barber had shaved him with a rusty razor. “I took my time because I knew he would open up sooner or later,” Louis said. In the eighth round, Joe thrashed him repeatedly and “almost tore Godoy’s nose off.” After the champ leveled Godoy twice, the referee stopped the mismatch on a technical knockout. When he rose to his feet, Godoy tried chasing Louis, but his handlers intercepted him. When it was all over, Louis declared it was the worst beating he had ever inflicted on another man.38


Only about twenty-seven thousand spectators witnessed the dramatic display of Louis’s redemption. Always concerned about the bottom line, Mike Jacobs grumbled that he had lost money at the gate. For an outdoor title match at Yankee Stadium, it was a pathetic turnout. Was it the news from Europe that France was collapsing under the German blitzkrieg? Or was Joe so dominant that white fans had become tired of watching him knock out one white contender after another? Either way, Jacobs needed a new strategy to capitalize on Louis before the war reached America.
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