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SECONDS OUT: INTRODUCTION





  Some years back, a former champion of the world began his comeback in humble surroundings. He certainly wasn’t a great fighter—more a creation of promotional and

  managerial smarts than anything else—but still, he’d known better places than Lulu’s, once, in an earlier life, a discount department store. Now it was billed as the world’s

  biggest nightclub, an enormous place containing several different bars and featuring musical acts from the far reaches of nostalgic memory. The mystery of whatever happened to so-and-so, a one-hit

  wonder from the mid-1960s, was often solved when his name appeared on the marquee.




  But staging a fight at Lulu’s was more of a risk than bringing in Mitch Ryder or Gary Lewis and the Playboys, and so even with a big name on the bill, the crowd was limited to a few

  hundred zealots, huddled together in one corner of the vast floor space. Those who were hip to the ways of boxing understood that a classic probably wasn’t in the cards. Though the glamour

  boy’s name was still worth money in the pugilistic economy, he needed a confidence builder. So his opponent would be chosen purely for his unthreatening nature, a career loser, a tomato can,

  an afterthought. His list of credits mattered not at all, since his role was entirely supporting. He would show up, act like a boxer, ideally put up a bit of a struggle and then be knocked out and

  forgotten—on his way out of town before the star had even begun discussing his bright future with the attending sportswriters.




  The opponent came from one of those places that seem to spawn them—West Virginia, or Ohio, or Kentucky, or somewhere similar—and he played his role to perfection. The ex-champion

  looked terrific, landing all his punches at will, while the man standing opposite him would get credit for bravery, and perhaps for masochism, until finally he surrendered. Then, just as the boys

  in the ringside-press section were wrapping up their neat little stories, a man who had been working the opponent’s corner, a friend from way back where, walked out and confronted them.

  “You’re going to say he’s a bum, aren’t you? You’re going to write that he’s a stiff.” The friend went on to tell the fighter’s story, how he was a

  tough guy from a tough town, where he had grown up without advantages, who had fought because he had to, and always gave an honest effort, never taking an out-and-out dive. Before coming here, his

  wife had left him. Still, he got in the car for the long, long drive and the minuscule pay, all in the interests of the man standing opposite him in the ring, who had made the kind of money of

  which an “opponent” could only dream.




  “Just wanted you to know that,” the friend, a true friend, said before he walked away.




  That exchange drove home a point that I have never forgotten. In boxing, in everything else, only one side of the story tends to be told. Occasionally two great fighters collide, each bringing

  with them some grist for the mill. But far more often, the script calls for a meeting of a star and a secondary character, the latter disposable unless he somehow achieves the impossible, unless he

  breaks out of his assigned role and makes a real fight of it—unless, by some miracle, he wins.




  Without question, there has been no greater star in the history of the sport, arguably in sport, period, than Muhammad Ali. By the time he died in June 2016, his days in the ring were a distant

  memory, and he had been physically broken by boxing, all but silenced in his final years by the effects of Parkinson’s Syndrome. Still, his passing was a watershed moment not just for the

  generation that had watched him in the ring, but also for the ones that came after and understood that this was a man whose significance extended far beyond his chosen profession. In a divided

  America, in the midst of a presidential election during which one candidate was calling for the forced expulsion of Muslims from the country, a Muslim-American who had once called for racial

  separatism, cast whites as blue-eyed devils, and defied his own government’s call to war, was celebrated as a hero. The over-simplification and sanitizing of the Ali story that came with that

  homage might not have done him justice, but it was a logical extension of the sentimentality that had crept in ever since he emerged unexpectedly to light the Olympic cauldron in Atlanta in

  1996.




  Even before he won the heavyweight championship of the world with an unthinkable upset of Sonny Liston in Miami Beach in 1964, Ali had shown that he had the makings of a very different kind of

  athletic celebrity, his act drawn in equal parts from Sugar Ray Robinson and the professional wrestler Gorgeous George. Once Ali proved that he could back up the talk, back up the boasts, with a

  unique and overwhelming talent, he stepped immediately to the forefront of boxing. Once he became a political figure, both by design and by accident, his fame outstripped that not just of any other

  fighter, but of any other athlete. Ali’s celebrity stretched far beyond the boundaries of his game. He was for the better part of his career, and for some years after, the most famous human

  being on the planet.




  Anyone who lived through even a portion of Ali’s twenty years in the spotlight couldn’t help but be entertained or enraged, insulted or inspired. The delineations, by and large, were

  of age. My father was born when Jess Willard (the man who beat Jack Johnson and would lose to Jack Dempsey) was the heavyweight champion of the world, and as a fight aficionado, idolized two of the

  greatest of all time: Joe Louis and Sugar Ray Robinson. Each, in his own way, was every bit as revolutionary as Ali. Louis became the first African-American athlete to be regarded as a purely

  heroic figure by fans black and white. He achieved that status through his boxing skill and through a convergence of sporting and world events that culminated in his knockout victory over Max

  Schmeling, the symbol of Nazi Germany, in 1938. Louis joined the army, where he fought in benefits to aid the armed forces’ relief funds (and ironically, because of the taxes unpaid from

  those benefits, was driven to financial ruin by the same United States government that he’d served so well). When Ali arrived on the scene, at another moment when sports and world events

  would collide, many, including my father, couldn’t help but compare him unfavourably with the man who had done his duty to his country, and who had said, “God is on our side.”




  Robinson was admired both because of his remarkable skills, and because of his style, his flamboyance, his panache. He travelled with an entourage, retired from boxing for a time to become a

  professional tap dancer, drove a pink Cadillac with his name emblazoned on the door and owned businesses that filled an entire block in Harlem. There couldn’t have been a Muhammad Ali if

  there hadn’t been a Sugar Ray. But while he was a different, more modern breed of professional athlete, nothing about him shook the larger status quo. Those who lived for the Friday night

  fights could worship him without reservation.




  Ali, though, even when he was still Cassius Clay, even before his act turned political, rubbed those of my father’s generation the wrong way. They felt that the sport they loved was

  already in inexorable decline by the time he came along (though Liston has become a bit of a cult figure in death, not many loved the ex-con then), and his ascendance became a sure sign that the

  ancient game was going to hell in a handbasket. Then came the name change, the Nation of Islam, and the draft. In my family, as in so many North American families, the folks at the head of the

  table certainly weren’t cheering Ali on.




  Born at the back end of the baby boom, I remember the early years only fleetingly: My first memory of boxing is of sitting with my father watching Ali fight brave Henry Cooper on television, of

  course in black and white. I was eight years old when Ali was stripped of his title. During the early days of my romance with the sport, reading Ring Magazine and watching Howard Cosell on

  “Wide World of Sports,” Joe Frazier became my favourite heavyweight. In March of 1971, I was happy that he won the Fight of the Century. Three years later, the giant George Foreman

  knocked Frazier out in Kingston, Jamaica, and seemed unbeatable. Here was a new breed of heavyweight champion. I was convinced (as were so many others) that he would end Ali’s career, that

  the Rumble in the Jungle would punctuate a true changing of the guard. (It wasn’t the last prediction I got wrong.)




  My real appreciation of Ali came late, during those sometimes desperate fights towards the end of his career where he relied on guile and experience and courage to slip by opponents who

  wouldn’t have been fit to carry his gym bag in the old days. As a teenager, I began to understand the nature of his personal sacrifice. I rediscovered the old fights on film, watching the

  three-round demolition of Cleveland Williams in 1966 (the absolute peak, in terms of pure speed and skill) over and over again. And I found myself cheering for Ali as I never really had before,

  even as much of the crowd had begun to follow his fights anticipating that the end was near. A bunch of us watched his first match with Leon Spinks in a university dorm. I’ll never forget the

  thrill of the upset, the joy that came with watching the unlikely champion announced as winner, and the deep sadness that immediately followed, understanding that it was over now, that the athletic

  figure who had dominated my entire conscious life was effectively finished. Ali in fact fought on, regained the title from Spinks, then lost those two, final depressing bouts against Larry Holmes

  and Trevor Berbick, but it was a tragic coda to his career and nothing more.




  During my first years as a sportswriter, I would see him at the big fights, where his introduction at ringside would inevitably spur the loudest ovation of the night, inspiring spontaneous

  chants of “Ali, Ali, Ali”. No one in his wake (with the exception of the young, untarnished Mike Tyson) came close to filling the void he’d left, even if politics and culture were

  set aside. Michael Jordan might have become a universal commercial icon with nearly the same global reach, but compared to Ali, he always seemed merely a hollow, Nike-made shell.




  A few years ago, a friend, Davis Miller, who has written brilliantly about Ali, told me that anyone could visit the former champ. Just show up at the gate of his farm, ring the bell, and hope

  for the best. My two oldest children were very young then, so their memories of that trip now need to be prodded along. What they saw, what my wife and I saw, was a near-silent, gentle man who

  wasn’t much interested in yet another fan/worshipper coming to pay homage, but who revelled in the chance to perform his magic tricks for a new audience and to chase a toddler around the

  driveway, brandishing a plastic sword in mock anger.




  Even then, in decline, his aura was undeniable. Though older, though unwell, though scarcely able to express himself verbally, Ali was a presence.




  Now consider the lot of his opponents. Consider how it must have been when he was young, and vital, and dangerous, and as big as all the world.




  Those who shared the ring with him were illuminated by the wattage of his personality, and tended to disappear in its glare. With the exception of Ali’s two bouts with Liston, his three

  with Joe Frazier, and his one with George Foreman, they hardly merited equal billing in what were, promotionally and in the public imagination, Ali Fights. Whether or not the opponent was a

  legitimate contender (like Ken Norton, who beat him once, and probably deserved to beat him twice), or a rising young champion in his own right like Larry Holmes, or a historical lightweight like

  Jurgen Blin, or Jean-Pierre Coopman, or Chuck Wepner, they were to one degree or another lost in the Ali shuffle. What did Ron Lyle, for instance, think about facing off against the political and

  social icon? “Nobody ever asked me,” he said, before answering the question. Nobody ever asked most of them how it felt, what it meant, how the experience changed their lives.




  This book brings together a few of their stories. Since it was originally published, several of the men I was privileged to speak with have died—Ali’s first professional opponent,

  Tunney Hunsaker, in 2005, Frazier and Cooper and Lyle in 2011, Norton in 2012. In remembrances Frazier was given his due as a great heavyweight champion in his own right, the kind of recognition he

  so desperately sought in life, and Cooper was celebrated as a folk hero in the United Kingdom. But in the first few lines in all of their obituaries you found the name Muhammad Ali.




  These aren’t intended to be definitive biographies of this assortment of fifteen men who faced Ali in the ring as professionals. Rather, these are portraits fixed in a particular place and

  time, with particular criteria in mind: who they were before they came to fight Muhammad Ali; how those fights altered the course of their careers and their personal lives; what they knew of the

  man; how they felt about him, and his politics, and his legacy; how their lives proceeded after the fight or fights; and how they might have been different were it not for the great, often

  unexpected opportunity of meeting the giant face to face. (The great regret here is that the man whose two encounters with Ali would have inspired the most mysterious, complex, compelling story

  never really told his tale. A penny for the true thoughts of Sonny Liston, who was found dead of a suspicious drug overdose in 1971.)




  There are common elements in these stories. Boxing, obviously, is a sport limited to the very brave, which tends to lay a fighter’s character bare, to strip away pretence, to force upon

  them a brutal honesty. And fame. Each of these men became better known, and had their lives drastically altered, simply by coming into contact with the force that was Muhammad Ali.




  Not surprisingly, each of them saw Ali a little differently, a trick of time and place and personality. Some came to view him with a kind of good-hearted nostalgia, in part because of

  Ali’s physical frailty as he aged; some believed that they were blessed, financially and otherwise, when he happened to pass through their lives; some understood the high price of becoming

  suddenly famous, only to plunge back into obscurity; and some viewed Ali with a lingering bitterness, or suggested that they know a darker side of the man that would be lost in a wave of

  hagiography.




  For biographers, even the very best of them, Ali has proved in some essential way unknowable, inexplicable. It remains an open question whether Ali’s legacy was simply too great to process

  at this relatively short remove from his career or, as the late Mark Kram strongly suggested in his book Ghosts of Manila, that there was in fact far less depth to chart than the

  prevailing myth would suggest. Ali’s image has been shaped and reshaped according to what the times have required, from the innocent, simple clown (in contrast to Liston’s menace), to

  the dangerous racial separatist and subversive, to the shining anti-war symbol for the young and the progressive—and further still to the fighter who proved in Zaire that maybe a generation

  wasn’t aging quite as fast as those passing birthdays suggested. Ali was loved and hated in equal measure; he was sentimentalized and made the object of pathos. He was used as a cautionary

  example of what happens when an athlete holds on too long, what happens when they don’t look after their money. He was characterized as a cruel man who tortured opponents, who directed racist

  taunts at a great black champion, and near the end was hailed as a benign symbol of tolerance and reconciliation, the subject of hugely flattering documentaries and a feature film, existing beyond

  the boundaries of race and faith.




  Every one of us, in some way, felt that we knew Muhammad Ali. But only a select few understood him as these men did. Each stood alone, stripped to the waist, revealed in a lighted square in a

  darkened room or arena or stadium. They faced Ali, they felt the sting of his jab, the power of his right cross, they felt his flesh give as they struck him in return. A couple knew how it felt to

  stand over Ali as he lay on the canvas. A handful had their hands raised in victory.




  All of their lives were changed as a result of the experience, for the better mostly, and for the worse. Some had told their stories many times, as a way of extending their own celebrity. And

  some were waiting for the chance.










  [image: ]




  
TUNNEY HUNSAKER





  Fayetteville, West Virginia




  At the front door of his home, a big, ramshackle Victorian house on a quiet street—though, the fact is, there isn’t really any other kind of street here in this

  sleepy little town—Tunney Hunsaker greets a visitor with a great, open smile and a firm handshake. He looks hale and hearty for a man seventy-two years old, not far off his fighting weight,

  and when his grip locks on, he laughs at the reaction of discomfort from his guest. Hunsaker’s hands are still strong, and so huge that they swallow up the mitt of an average-sized man.




  “Tell him what your mother always said to you when you ate your dinner,” his wife, Pat, prompts him.




  “‘Get them elephant feet off of my table,’” he hollers.




  Everyone laughs at what’s obviously an ancient family joke. Soon afterwards, though, sitting in Hunsaker’s well-lived-in front room, it becomes clear that there won’t be many

  more jokes this afternoon—or at least Hunsaker won’t be the one offering the punchlines. Dementia has robbed him of so many memories, and jumbled most of the rest. He is genial but

  confused, and when he does answer a question, his wife almost always has to jump in with a correction, or a clarification. No one can say definitively that boxing played a part in his condition,

  though the list of old fighters with one form of memory loss or another is undeniably a long one.




  “I’ve seen signs, since about 1996,” Pat says, as Tunney sits across the room in an easy chair, by all signs oblivious to the subject of the conversation. “I’ve

  seen small things. Then in the last year or two, you could really see it. Of course he had a sister who died of Alzheimer’s disease, so you can’t say for sure that it’s from

  boxing. But I know Tunney wouldn’t change a thing. It’s like Ali saying he doesn’t regret anything; Tunney doesn’t regret anything. He’s had a good life. As healthy as

  he is, he’d be really healthy if he had not had that. Of course you don’t know what life is going to bring. But at the same time he has enjoyed it so much, and loved the boxing. He

  wouldn’t change a thing.”




  Still, it means that now, when occasional fan letters come in, when the autograph seekers find him here, deep in what used to be West Virginia’s coal-mining heartland, when the occasional

  reporter or boxing nut comes to the door, it’s up to Pat Hunsaker to fill in the details. She has become the historian, the custodian of the story of the first man to fight Cassius Clay as a

  professional.




  IT’S A FAMILIAR TALE in so many ways. Hunsaker was born into a working-class family in Princeton, Kentucky, in tobacco-farming country not

  far from Paducah, and named after the great heavyweight champion Gene Tunney. He was a big strong kid who first laced on boxing gloves at the county fair, where boys were pitted against one another

  in an informal tournament. Hunsaker won the first time he entered, then won again the next year, though it’s never been suggested that anyone considered him gifted enough to have a future in

  the sport.




  Instead, he went into the United States Air Force and was stationed at Lakeland, Texas, where he met his first wife, Phyllis. Hunsaker picked up fighting again while in the service, and had his

  first pro fight in 1953. In 1954, when he was discharged, his mother-in-law, who was from Okea, West Virginia, told him about a position opening up for a police officer in Fayetteville. Hunsaker

  applied and was hired, and he settled into the job that would be his for the next thirty-eight years. “He was made the chief right off,” Pat says. “Maybe for a week, he was just

  an officer. But then, they had only one person on the force.”




  Those who remember Andy Griffith’s ancient television series will recognize this, accurately, as Mayberry. “Not only was Tunney important to this town because he was impressive,

  because he fought Ali, but also because he was a police officer,” Pat Hunsaker says. “And he cared more about the people. He knew everyone by name. He wore his shoes out. I was

  constantly buying him shoes because he walked the beat so much. He didn’t care about getting in that car and arresting people. But he would see little old ladies who were going to walk to the

  store and he’d wait for them and take them home. All of the kids, all of the little ones, were so eager to go to school so Tunney could take them across the intersection going to the grade

  school. He would be there for the buses in the evening. He was so much for the town. When Tunney retired, they lost that. You don’t know the officers now. You don’t know the policemen.

  They like to be in their cars.” Hunsaker led every parade, and was famous for the flamboyant way in which he directed traffic at what was, for years, the town’s only major intersection.

  A couple of generations of kids in Fayetteville, when asked what they wanted to be when they grew up, didn’t say “a policeman”; they said, “a Tunney.”




  Once, a new mayor decided that Hunsaker, late in his career, had just a little too much power and influence, and decided to try and put him in his place. “He took on the mayor and was

  suspended,” Pat says. “You’ve never seen such an outpouring of support. When they had an election, Tunney helped defeat the mayor because he wouldn’t give Tunney any say in

  running the town. Tunney campaigned for the man who won. Then of course the new mayor reinstated Tunney. This town wanted to lynch that other mayor.”




  All the while, Hunsaker continued to fight occasionally, travelling as far as Chicago, and once appearing on an undercard at Madison Square Garden. He was really a light heavyweight, at most a

  very small heavyweight, and not just a straight-ahead brawler. “I stayed on my feet,” Hunsaker says. “I was a boxer and a puncher.” In October 1960, his manager called and

  asked if he’d be willing to travel to Louisville and take on a young kid making his professional debut, the light heavyweight gold medallist from the just-completed Olympics in Rome. “I

  told him that if he was willing to fight me, we would all get together and make it happen,” Hunsaker says.




  Clay’s management was looking for a seasoned professional, but one who wouldn’t present much of a risk, a durable fighter who would take their debutante a few rounds and then deliver

  that first win on his record. “I don’t know that Tunney knew that much about him at the time,” Pat says. “But Tunney was fearless. He just would take them all on. He was

  quite a fighter. He’s got quite a reputation. All of the people in town had a tremendous respect for him.”




  The fight, held on October 29, 1960, is memorable only as a historical footnote. “He kept me away from him,” Hunsaker says. “But I nailed him.” He did, in fact, connect a

  few times, but Clay’s speed made the difference. Still, Hunsaker went the six-round distance and, without knowing it at the time, fixed his place in posterity as the answer to a trivia

  question. As Ali’s stature grew, that first fight, a minor event at the time, took on more and more significance. For the people of Fayetteville, their beloved town cop gradually became

  someone the whole world seemed to know about.




  Fame brought with it a few fringe benefits. Once, he and Pat went to New York, where Hunsaker stumped the panel on “To Tell The Truth.” (They still have the hotel receipt from their

  room at the Waldorf Astoria, in one of their old scrapbooks.) And once they drove all the way to Ottawa to appear on a similar television guessing game, called “Claim To Fame,” where

  the actress Lois Maxwell was one of the resident celebrities. They gave the contestants a list of accomplishments from which to choose Hunsaker’s rightful claim to fame: he was either

  Priscilla Presley’s bodyguard, Loretta Lynn’s brother, the referee of the Ali–Liston bout, or the first man to fight Cassius Clay as a pro.




  Nobody got it right.




  WHAT IS LESS WELL remembered now is the fact that Hunsaker made global headlines not for the Clay fight, but for the one that came after, what turned

  out to be the last bout of his career. He probably shouldn’t have accepted it. He’d been out of the ring for nearly two years; he was rusty and he wasn’t in the best of shape. But

  the match was being held just down the road in Beckley, and though he didn’t know much about his opponent, a guy named Joe “Shotgun” Sheldon from Cleveland, Ohio, Hunsaker had

  always been willing to take on all comers. Immediately before the fight, there was some confusion about which gloves the boxer would wear. Hunsaker protested, but eventually gave in.




  For the spectators that night, it must have been fabulous entertainment, an old-style ring war. Both men were knocked down. Both men got up and kept right on fighting. And then at the end of a

  vicious round, Hunsaker walked back to his corner and collapsed. He fell into a coma, from which he would not emerge for ten days.




  Sadly, those types of things occasionally happen in boxing. But the timing of Hunsaker’s accident proved to be especially dramatic. Just a few days before, in a nationally televised fight,

  Benny “Kid” Paret had suffered fatal brain injuries in a brutal match against Emile Griffith. The entire world seemed to be rallying to ban the sport. And here was more evidence,

  another ring death apparently imminent. The newspaper clippings from the time always link the two fights together.




  “We are walking a tightrope,” Hunsaker’s doctor is quoted as saying. “He has a 50-50 chance.”




  His Wife Says: I Wanted Him To Quit, reads one headline. (In fact, Phyllis divorced Hunsaker soon after he suffered the injury.)




  Hunsaker was taken to the Bluefield Sanatorium, where daily news bulletins were released on his condition, and where his recuperation, though slow, was celebrated by the staff.




  In their front room, Pat Hunsaker walks over to the chair where Tunney is sitting and points to a small mark near his right temple. “That dent you see in his head is from that,” she

  says, referring to the almost-fatal blow. “As he’s gotten older, the doctors think that has caused some of this memory loss and the dementia.




  “He did remarkably well coming out of the coma and going ahead and earning a living. For awhile he had problems with his right side. He wouldn’t pick up anything with right hand, and

  he was always yawning. But he got through all of that. He was robust and healthy. He was the picture of health for many a year. He still is healthy. He doesn’t take any medication. But

  it’s affected his memory.”




  The town of Fayetteville rallied behind Hunsaker after his injury. The country-music star Roy Acuff even came to town to play a benefit concert on his behalf. And just as soon as Hunsaker was

  able to return to work, they gave him his old job back.




  “For a long time, I wanted to contact Sheldon, and find out about his fight with Tunney,” Pat Hunsaker says. “A fellow who interviewed Tunney told me that he had gotten in

  touch with him. But the interviewer told me . . . he warned me about it. He said, ‘You be the judge if you want to listen to him.’ Sheldon called on the answering service, and his

  conversation . . . he was radical, he was angry. It didn’t sound like someone that we wanted to invite into our home or have a relationship with. I thought, I’d better not go ahead with

  this. I didn’t want to pursue it.”




  LIKE JUST ABOUT everyone else in these parts, Tunney Hunsaker wasn’t awfully impressed when Cassius Clay announced that he was Muhammad Ali, that

  he didn’t have anything against the Viet Cong, that he wasn’t going to be drafted into Uncle Sam’s army. “We don’t approve of his religion because we think that

  that’s a false religion,” Pat Hunsaker says. “But we have to respect him because of the stand that he took. Tunney was very upset that Ali took the stand that he did because he

  had served his country himself. He told me, ‘He wouldn’t have had to fight. He could have just been a recruiter.’ The kind of man that he was, if he had gone into the service, he

  wouldn’t have had to have done anything like that.




  “At first he was very upset with Ali. But then he realized that the man really did pay a price for what he believed. He finally said, ‘You have to respect Ali. He stood for his

  principles.’ Tunney finally had to give him that.”




  Though linked by six rounds of shared history, the two men had no contact for seventeen years. Tunney and Pat finally married after ten years of courting, but they rarely left Fayetteville, and

  there certainly wasn’t any reason for Ali to venture to their part of the world.




  Then in 1987, there was an attempt to revive the Golden Gloves amateur boxing program in the Charleston, West Virginia, area. As a promotional hook, someone had the bright idea to bring Ali in

  and reunite him with his first professional opponent, who by then had become a local legend. “We were ushered into his hotel room there across from the Civic Center and got to meet

  him,” Pat says. “He remembered Tunney. He remembered everything about him. He shadowboxed constantly. We even have video of it. He remembered Tunney so well and he was making up his

  poetry and everything else. We rode over to the Civic Center that night in a limousine and they signed autographs together.




  “Later they were doing an interview with local stations. They were trying to get Ali to say something about Tunney. And he could have. And what made him even greater to me was the fact

  that he did not build himself up by tearing Tunney down. He was so good. He said, ‘Tunney’s in the books like I am. He was a scientific fighter with a good punch.’ Really, for the

  hometown crowd, he was doing Tunney proud. That was so nice of him.”




  For a little while, it became almost a regular act. The next year, they added Larry Holmes to the program. The year after that, it was James “Buster” Douglas. But always the

  centrepiece was Ali and Tunney, together again, signing autographs at a local car dealership. In 1992, the year Hunsaker finally retired as a policeman, Ali happened to be in the area. “He

  was at an autograph signing, and we were anticipating that he was going to be at a dinner and Tunney was going to be at that dinner, maybe in the Beckley area,” Pat says. “But then Ali

  told them, ‘No, I want to go to Tunney’s hometown.’ Ali—I mean, he just took charge. So . . . wow. I mean, we had to get together. We had to call that evening for a place

  where we could invite all of the people in the town that we wanted to invite. All the townspeople, all of the officials. We were all going to meet Ali.




  “Now with Ali you really don’t know. We’ve been with him in Charleston where you were supposed to be with him that night and he took off that morning. He never showed up. So

  here we had this group waiting here that morning. We were sitting over at the freeway exit in Beckley waiting for Ali to come through so we could guide him into town. And knowing we’ve got

  all of these people waiting—you talk about some tall praying; we’re doing some tall praying. Seeing his car, that was the most gorgeous sight in the world. He was on time and drove

  right into Fayetteville. All of the tv stations were there. And he had the greatest time in Fayetteville.




  “We took him across the New River Gorge Bridge [the largest span of its kind in the world] and stopped so he could look down. No one stops on that bridge, unless of course Tunney could

  stop the traffic. And Ali went into the local merchant stores. The beautiful thing about Ali—he’s really a nice guy. Even at the autograph sessions, he would always make sure that the

  person who was with him would bring the people in wheelchairs and on crutches to the front of the line. He wouldn’t make them wait. He would bring them to the front and take care of them.

  When we were in one of the shops, this bus came by with disabled children going to a special school. He happened to spot this bus and these kids. So he came out of the shop and Tunney stopped

  traffic there and he boarded that bus and talked with those children. He always tried to sign every autograph. He could have just rubber-stamped his picture. He tried to sign for everyone that

  wanted an autograph. It was hard for him because he does have the Parkinson’s. But he just enjoyed his day immensely. He didn’t want to leave. And of course people around here are still

  talking about it.




  “They were having a time getting Ali out of Fayetteville. The fellow that was with him at the time said, ‘Ali would just love to come back and visit with you all.’ He asked if

  I would cook dinner for him. Well, I’m a pretty good cook. He said, ‘Yes, he’d love to have dinner with you.’ But we never did. It just seemed like he mushroomed into such

  popularity.”




  That was the last time the two old foes saw each other. “We were supposed to go to a black-tie dinner for Ali in Chicago,” Pat says. “I’d never been to a black-tie

  affair. His daughter called us. This was a couple of years ago. Well that never did materialize. They called us again. He was in Europe. He was on the West Coast. He was here or there or the other

  and that never did materialize.”




  THERE IS VERY LITTLE in Tunney Hunsaker’s house that even suggests he once had a career as a boxer. Pat has put most of the old newspaper

  clippings into scrapbooks, though a few are framed and hanging on the wall from the terrible days after the Shotgun Sheldon fight. His old black leather boxing shoes sit in one corner. And

  there’s an autographed photo of Ali. Dated February 17, 1987, it reads, “You gave me my first fight as a professional. Thank you and may God always bless you. Muhammad Ali.”




  The rest of the memorabilia comes from Hunsaker’s other life. There’s a parking meter from Fayetteville’s main street, and a collection of brass knuckles and other weapons

  taken from bad guys over the years. There are plaques celebrating the fact that three times he was named Sunday School Teacher of the Year by the Church of the Nazarene. Down at the old jail, now

  transformed into a museum, they have a mannequin set up, dressed in Hunsaker’s uniform.




  Pat and Tunney almost never venture afar, and though there have been suggestions of a visit to the Boxing Hall of Fame, that doesn’t seem likely now. “We’d never leave

  Fayetteville, if it was up to me,” Pat says. Life is comfortable and good. There’s a brand new deck and hot tub in the backyard. And Tunney certainly seems content.




  “Nice to meet you,” he says. “Thanks for coming.”




  He extends his hand, sets a grip with his great paw and tells the elephant-foot joke once again.
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HENRY COOPER





  Kent, England




  On a clear day, from the crest of a hill, you can see the top of one of the skyscraper towers at Canary Wharf, but otherwise London seems a million miles away. Here in the

  verdant rolling countryside, commuters can have it both ways, living a village life on city wages. And if they’re exceptionally well off, they can get in a few rounds of golf on a course so

  exclusive, so expensive to join, that on a perfect weekday summer morning, the links are virtually deserted, and the magnificent clubhouse is as quiet as a church.




  “I’ll tell Mr. Cooper that you’re here,” says one of the hired help, offering a seat on the mezzanine level above the entrance hall. A few minutes later, the familiar

  figure arrives, a little bent with age but otherwise looking fine and fit. Properly, he is Sir Henry, or perhaps Sir ’Enry, his knighthood one of the most popular ever bestowed by the current

  monarch. He is a member here at the club, though one suspects that is part of a larger business relationship, that having Henry Cooper around to play a few rounds and swap a few stories with the

  big spenders is as attractive an asset as a well-manicured green. Though anything but to the manor born, he seems comfortable in the posh surroundings, and exudes an easy, unpretentious charm. That

  voice, the cockney accent that became so familiar to British fight fans during his days as a broadcaster with the BBC, immediately makes me feel like a friend.




  “I still do bits and pieces,” Cooper says, settling down with a cup of coffee. “I’m involved in the after-dinner circuit. I do a lot of corporate golf days, where I get

  well paid—play the biggest load of rubbish and still get well paid. You do the prize presentation, you do the after-dinner thing, and you get paid. Shake a few hands and give a few

  autographs. It’s marvellous. It’s not a bad old life.”




  And it still might have been like that if Cooper had simply been the British and Empire heavyweight champion, if he’d only won the European title, if he had been merely the best of a

  single generation of English heavyweights including Jack Bodell, Joe Erskine, Richard Dunn and Brian London.




  But what separated him entirely from that pack, what lifted him to a level of sports celebrity shared by only a handful of footballers, was a single left hook delivered with perfect leverage and

  timing and aim to the jaw of Cassius Clay in June 1963. Not just one fight, but one punch, elevated Henry Cooper into a permanent state of grace. In the end, what he proved that day doesn’t

  have anything to do with the joy of victory, which is why it was entirely beside the point that Clay got up and won, and won again the second time they fought. Instead, it was a lesson about the

  nobility of having your finest moment—giving your best effort—when it absolutely matters most.




  HIS NOT-BAD-OLD-LIFE began in a very different place than this, in working-class southeast London, where the Cooper family long struggled to eke out a

  bare-bones existence. “My grandad George Cooper was half-Irish,” he says. “He came from the Elephant and Castle, which was a pretty tough area in them days. In them days, they had

  some railway arches, where the old railway was built. Underneath them they had a horse repository, where all the farmers used to come up and buy and sell horses. My grandfather was an expert on

  horses. He could run his hands over a horse and look at the teeth and tell the guy, ‘Well, don’t touch it.’




  “Naturally in a place like that, it was easy to get into fights. You’d just get into fights by looking at anyone. And my grandfather used to love it. He used to fight twenty-round

  bare-knuckle fights up on Blackheath. He met the same guy there for three months. They fought every other Sunday. They had stand-up twenty-round fights. And they used to put a hat down and then the

  public just threw in whatever they thought they were worth. They used to call [the donations] nobbins in them days.”




  He tells another story of his grandfather’s fighting exploits, from the days when he was living in the Peabody Buildings, housing for the poor. “He comes home from work. When he got

  on his landing, there was his next-door neighbour knocking the life out of his wife. Givin’ his wife a real belting—they used to do that more in them days than they do now. Grandfather,

  who was interested in any sort of fight, he watched him for two or three minutes, and then when the old girl was getting a belt, he said, ‘Leave her alone, you’ve given her enough,

  leave her alone.’ The guy said, ‘Shut your mouth or I’ll give you some of the same.’ Grandad just piled into him. Well, the wives in them days were very loyal. A few minutes

  before she’d been getting a belting from her husband. Now, she pulled out a seven-inch-long hatpin and pinned the cheeks of his arse together.




  “Grandad pulled it out—and being a horseman, he treated himself. But it all went wrong. It turned septic. For the next three weeks he had to have every meal standing up, and when he

  went to bed he had to lie on his stomach.” From that painful experience came a lesson passed on from one generation of Coopers to the next: “You never interfere between a man and his

  wife.”




  Aside from his bare-knuckle bouts, the closest George Cooper came to the big time was when he was summoned to London’s famed National Sporting Club to guard the door one night. “Jack

  Johnson was threatening to come over after being slung out of America because he took a white bird across the state line. So he came to Europe, and he threatened he was coming to the National

  Sporting Club. They’d got my grandad on the door to stop him. Thank god Johnson never turned up.”




  Henry Cooper never met his grandfather—but his grandmother, who lived to be ninety-two, and his father, Harry, regaled him and his twin brother, George, with stories of George Sr.’s

  exploits. When Harry Cooper wasn’t in the army (he served in both World Wars, and did a four-year stint in India and Burma), he worked in the building trades as a plasterer. That would become

  Henry Cooper’s work as well, until boxing finally lured him away. “We started when we was kids. Coming from a working-class family in southeast London, the only thing you could do in

  them days was kick a football, or box. You couldn’t play tennis, you couldn’t play squash, you couldn’t play golf because they all cost money. They were rich men’s games. So

  George and I joined a boxing club when we were about nine and half years old. We had a great old trainer, a guy named Matt Wells, who used to be British lightweight champion. He had two of the best

  cauliflower ears you’ve ever seen. Two lumps of gristle and little pinholes. People used to look at him and say, ‘Look at the belting he must have had.’ I said,

  ‘Belting?’ He never took a belting. Only clever fighters got cauliflower ears. They were slipping punches, and the laces on the inside kept rubbing their ear. I mean if you’ve got

  lumps and bumps and a flat nose, that’s when you’re a mug.”
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