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Lou Duva:

I’d like to dedicate this book to the memory of my late wife, Enes, and my son, Dan.

My wife Enes passed away much too soon. She was my partner, the love of my life, and my biggest cheerleader (even when she told me I was nuts). She stuck with me through the lean times—I wish she could have been there through more of the good times. I always missed having you alongside of me!

And to my late son, Dan, who helped pave the way for myself and the kids into the highest level in boxing with his business smarts and legal background. I’m grateful that, regardless of how many disagreements we had, you knew my strengths and weaknesses and supported me so I could do what I did best in boxing. You are dearly missed.

Tim Smith:

I’d like to dedicate this book to my wife and life partner, Durmeriss, whose support has been invaluable throughout all my endeavors.


FOREWORD

BY EVANDER HOLYFIELD

When I was getting ready to go to the Olympics, no one thought I would get past Ricky Womack. In fact, no one had even expected me to make the Olympic team in 1984. And when I did make it, no one really expected me to do much once the Games started. I wasn’t one of those amateur guys that was a star. Maybe it was because I wasn’t associated with some of the big-time trainers at the time.

I remember seeing these guys who had gone to the Kronk Gym, and they were going to Las Vegas to fight in tournaments. But I wasn’t one of them. No one paid me any attention. I was just some guy from Atlanta to them. I really didn’t know anything about going pro until I saw trainer Emanuel Steward start to bring guys like Tommy Hearns and Milton McCrory around the amateur team.
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The first time I saw Lou Duva was at the Colorado Sports Festival. He was really popular. I had seen him on TV; he was this fiery guy with white hair. He was there working with Pernell Whitaker, Mark Breland, Meldrick Taylor, and Tyrell Biggs, the heavyweight. They were comparing Biggs to Muhammad Ali at the time. Pernell Whitaker was a good boxer, too. He had the sho-nuff stuff. Compared to those guys there, I was a peon.

Before the Olympics, I only had one sponsor: Ken Sanders. He owned a car dealership that I worked at in Atlanta. There was also a woman named Mrs. Josephine Abercrombie, who was interested in being my manager. She owned something called the Houston Boxing Association. They were the only ones who showed any interest in me as a boxer. Because I didn’t know anything about business and Ken was a businessman, I decided to go with him as my manager.

I didn’t have any notoriety going into the Olympics. Once there, my first three fights were knockouts.1 After I stopped those guys, everything started to shift. The controversy of me not winning the gold medal made me very popular. They even took me on the gold medal tour.

I got to know Lou during the Olympics. He was funny, but was always trying to help you. He was a good motivator, working to get the best out of you.

At that time I didn’t understand the business of boxing. I was going to go with Mrs. Abercrombie or Emanuel Steward out of the Kronk Gym. Ken Sanders said if you’re going for the money, then Mrs. Abercrombie is going to give you $800,000. If you going to be a champion, then go with Duva … he trains champions. He thought I was going to say Abercrombie. I said I wanted to be a champion. He asked if I was sure this was the way I wanted to go.

“Let me explain it to you,” he said. “People do things for money. You’re a poor kid. People go to college to make money.”

Ken wanted to make sure that I knew what the deal was. My goal was never to make a lot of money. I said my goal was to be the heavyweight champion of the world. He said you’re a light heavyweight. I said I’m going to grow.

The only thing I ever wanted to be when I was growing up was heavyweight champion of the world. Lou Duva believed in that dream. He gave me $250,000 to sign, and promised me $1.2 million over the first two years. So I signed with his company, Main Events.

I started out at 175 pounds, but I couldn’t make the weight after my first three pro fights.2 Lou thought it was because I was eating junk food. He tried to shame me by calling me a junk food junkie. I think he thought that would motivate me to lose the weight. But what he didn’t understand was that I loved Burger King. I was finally making enough money so I could eat a Whopper when I wanted to eat a Whopper. It wasn’t the junk food. I was walking around at 180 pounds, but I had 3 percent body fat. Once Lou knew that, he immediately understood.

Lou brought a lot of pizazz to the corner. But he knew that he needed help with the training and so brought in George Benton to work with us.3 George was a smart trainer. He knew a lot of boxing strategy and was a very good teacher.

The funny thing about Lou was he would always get so hyper in the corner that you thought he was going to have a heart attack during the fight. He would always have to make sure that he had his heart pills with him. It was scary sometimes, especially when he got all wound up and started to argue with the referee or the trainer in the other corner.

Lou would fight for you—literally. I’ve seen him go after other fighters, trainers, referees … basically anybody that was in his way when he got mad. It didn’t make a difference how wrong you were. Lou would go in there and fight. He would come in the ring and grab people’s pants and pull them down, and he would always curse the referee out. He would clown people all night long if they said anything about his fighters.

I didn’t realize how important Lou was to me in the corner until he wasn’t there anymore. Sometimes you don’t appreciate people until after they’ve left. I thought I was doing all those great things on my own, but I didn’t realize that Lou was complaining about everything and getting to the referee.

After the first Riddick Bowe fight, I realized that every referee bothered the dickens out of me.4 But I realized that it was Lou Duva who was fighting for me. Boxer John Ruiz would head butt me and the referee wouldn’t help. Lou Duva wouldn’t let that happen. He would have my back and curse out the referee immediately.

Everybody thought I was going to get knocked out when I fought Dwight Muhammad Qawi [in 1986 for the WBA World Cruiserweight Title]. I remember that Lou said to Qawi, “Out with the old and in with the new. Evander’s going to beat you.” I was like, “Why did you say that? Why did you make him mad?” And Qawi said exactly what I thought. He said, “You’re not going to be in the ring, but your fighter is.” It scared the daylights out of me.

“You gonna beat him, ain’t you?” Lou said to me.

It reminded me of my sisters when they would talk all this junk to these guys and forget that we still had to go to school with them.

I beat Qawi over fifteen tough rounds to win the cruiserweight championship. So he was right, I could beat him.

It was Lou’s way of showing he had confidence in me and to motivate me. Lou was very good to me. As my career continued, I found out that everything he did for me worked.

Dan Duva was always good to me, too—especially when it came to business. We were talking about a Tyson fight and Dan assured me that no matter what happened, I had his word that I would be released from his contract with Main Events to fight Tyson because he believed I would beat him. Dan had just had brain surgery and he said how bad his head was hurting, and the only thing that came to mind was asking the God that Holyfield prayed to for help. Dan passed away shortly after. When it came time for me to fight Tyson, Dan was true to his word and Dino and the folks at Main Events released me for the fight. That shows you this was a man that realized that Evander, when he talks about this God thing, it’s real.

I wasn’t surprised that the company broke up after Dan died. He was really smart and a very good businessman. He knew about his family and what each of them could and couldn’t do. He also was leaving behind his wife and children, and wanted to make sure that they were taken care of. The only problem with that is it tore up a family. And that’s a shame.

I went back to Main Events for one last fight when Kathy (Dan Duva’s wife) was running things, but it wasn’t the same. They promoted a fight in Russia and it just didn’t work out. I didn’t think they were working for my best interest. It wasn’t like the old days when everybody was working together and you had Lou working the corner, cussing out the referees and watching your back during the fight. I wish it could have stayed that way. But nothing stays the same forever.



1   In his First Round fight, Holyfield defeated Taju Akay of Ghana by RSC (Referee Stops the Contest) in the third round; in the Second Round fight he defeated Ismail Salman of Iraq by RSC in the second round; and in the Quarterfinals he knocked out Syivaus Okello of Kenya in the first round.

2   Holyfield won his first three pro fights against Lionel Byarm (decision after six rounds), Eric Winbush (decision after six rounds), and Fred Brown (TKO in the first round). In his fights against Brown, he outweighed him by 8.25 pounds (177.25 to 169).

3   George Benton was a professional fighter with a 62–13–1 (37 KOs) record who was trained by Duva. He would end up becoming a trainer and working with Duva and Holyfield, as well as such fighters as Joe Frazier, Muhammad Ali, and Leon Spinks.

4   Holyfield fought Bowe three times in his career. The first was in 1992, in which he lost by unanimous decision (and lost the IBF, WBA, and WBC World Heavyweight Title). The second was in 1993, where he won by majority decision (and won back the WBA and IBF titles). The third and final fight between the two came in 1995, where Holyfield lost by TKO in the eighth round.


[image: image]

THE OPENING BELL

I came out of my mother’s belly swinging; I probably stuck the nurse with a stiff jab and then flattened the doctor with a right cross. The odds are that they booted me from the hospital and fined me a couple bottles of milk.

At least that’s the way I imagine entering this world on May 28, 1922—little Louis Daniel Duva: kicking, screaming, and fighting.

As a child of Italian immigrants, I wasn’t born with a golden rattle or wrapped in a silk blanket. I knew that I’d have to scrap for everything I’d ever want in life. Looking back, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. Fighting my way through life has made it an interesting, fun ride—bumps and bruises included.

Of course, when I was growing up, I would have liked to live in a big mansion with fine furniture and all the food you could eat. But then I probably wouldn’t have had the many great experiences I’ve had.

Growing up, we were so poor that I recall times when we had to use wooden crates for furniture—tables and chairs. If you got a hole in your shoe, you’d better find some newspaper to stuff in that hole or the water and cold would be your foot’s best friends.

There weren’t a lot of luxuries for a family with seven kids. That was a big family even back then. There were a lot of us, but there was always plenty of love to go around.

I was the youngest of five when we I was born in Manhattan on Mulberry Street near Broome (Little Italy), where a majority of Italian immigrants settled once they hit the shores of America.

My father Salvatore and my mother Saveria were born in the region of Italy called Foggia. It is in the southeastern part of the country and is known as Italy’s breadbasket, as it is where the country stores its grain. My folks knew about bread. They also knew how they wanted it buttered.

So when they got a chance they boarded a ship and headed to America, making the same long cross-the–Atlantic Ocean trip that thousands of Italians made in the 1920s.

Like mostly everyone else who made that trip, my parents came here with nothing more than a desire to have a better life and the willingness to work hard to get it. They came here with only one child: my older brother, Carl.

I don’t remember much about living in Little Italy. My earliest memories are of my father taking us to Coney Island to cool off during those hot summer days. And on hot nights, because our apartment—which was on the fifth floor—was so small and cramped, he’d sit me outside on the fire escape. If it happened to rain, I’d start to cry to come inside. He told me to just pretend that I was still on the beach at Coney Island with the waves coming in.

“Enjoy yourself,” he’d say, laughing.

My father was small in stature, but a big man in my eyes. To me his true measure had more to do with the fact that he worked so hard to provide for us. Jobs were scarce and you had to have connections with relatives and close friends to get one.

So he had to hustle every day. If you didn’t find work, not only did you go hungry, but everyone in your house did as well. And with all those little mouths to feed, my father busted his hump trying to find work and earning enough to keep us going.

In order to get steady work, he decided it was best to move the family to New Jersey. One of the jobs that I recall he had was working at the textile mills in New Jersey, dyeing the fabrics.

I was four years old when we moved to another Little Italy in Paterson, New Jersey—a neighborhood around Cianci Street where a lot of Italians settled. It was the best move we could have made, and was the beginning of my story.

It might not look like it today, but Paterson was a happening place when we moved there in 1926. Called “Silk City,” it was one of the earliest manufacturers of that fabric in the US. It was also one of the first cities in America involved in the Industrial Revolution. Alexander Hamilton, the Secretary of the Treasury for President George Washington, called for the city to be built as a center of manufacturing. He even built the Colt gun factory there. In the late 1920s, if you were willing to work hard, you could earn a living in Paterson.

Our family filled out to seven kids when we landed in Paterson. My two younger sisters, Anna and Josephine, were born there. That meant more mouths to feed, which meant my father had to work even harder.

To earn a living, my father worked in textile dye house factories for ten to twelve hours a day. During that time my mother took care of things at home, cooking and watching over us to make sure we didn’t get in trouble or kill each other.

Later, my older brother, Carl, who we called “Count,” went to work at the dye factory as well. It was hard, dirty labor. But it put bread on the table. My two older sisters later worked at Barbizon, which manufactured ladies’ lingerie.

It wasn’t all hard work, though. Like all Italian families, we loved to eat and drink. My father was something of an expert winemaker … at least that’s what the people in the neighborhood said. He had a wine making machine in the basement of our house, which never stayed idle. He was always buying grapes and making wine. And whenever he’d start a new batch, the neighbors somehow always found out. Then, soon enough, we’d have half the neighborhood over, drinking and playing cards.

We moved around quite a bit in Paterson, as my parents were always trying to beat the rent. It became like a game; trying to stay one step ahead of an angry landlord.

The one place we lived that I liked best was on Pine Street. We lived next door to a black family, and I got close to their son, Joe Medlin. He was a tall kid and had a great singing voice. He tried to teach me to sing, but I wasn’t any good at it. He definitely had a lot of talent, and ended up playing with the Buddy Johnson band when he got older.

That experience with Joe Medlin taught me to get along with people of all backgrounds: black, white, red, yellow, green. Race didn’t matter. If you were a solid guy, you were a solid guy. It was a lesson that would serve me well as I went along in life—from my time in the Army to working with various amateur and professional boxers from around the world.

I loved playing sports and considered myself a pretty good athlete. I played football and softball during my time at Central High School in Paterson. I even played some semi-pro football for a while. Those were my two favorite sports. If it hadn’t been for my brother Carl, I don’t know if I would have even gotten involved with boxing. He got me started.

Carl was thirteen years older than me and was already an accomplished boxer by the time he took me along to the gym at age ten. I looked up to him. I’d have his gym bag packed and ready when he got home from the textile factory. The second he walked in the door, we’d head straight to the gym.

There were gyms all over Paterson back then. Sometimes we’d go to Al Capone’s Gym. Not that Al Capone, but a family named Capone that had a popular gym on Sunny Road. We went to the American Athletic Club on West Broadway most often. They had a good middleweight named Benny Galino and a Jewish heavyweight named Roy Glazer who worked out there. Plus most bars back then had an area in the back just for boxing. Guys would get off work, go have a drink at the bar in the front, and then go to the back and box. I guess it was better than breaking up the place with a bar fight.

One of the best places for boxing those days was an outdoor spot on Upper Market Street where they’d have events once a week, usually on a Saturday. It was a family event. People would pack up all kinds of Italian food and drink and go to the fights like a big outing. My brother Carl and all the guys from the Al Capone gym would fight there.

To draw a bigger crowd, they would match the guys by nationalities. They would have Italians fighting Irishmen and Jewish fighting Italians. People really got into it. You’d see guys smoking and drinking and hollering; it was a crazy scene.

Carl was a tough son of a gun. He would stand toe-to-toe with a guy in the middle of the ring and if the guy backed off he’d stand there and start waving his hands.

“Come on! Let’s fight!” he would yell.

He got beat up some, but he won more than he lost. With his style, every fight was a tough one. The crowd loved him. They loved the way he fought. I guess today they’d call it the Mexican style of fighting.1 It’s funny how those things work from generation to generation. He became a local star. Everyone wanted him to fight on their cards because he could bring in a crowd. I was filing away notes about how boxing operated even then, learning what you needed to build a star, how to attract a crowd, and how to make a good show that people could enjoy.

I guess you could say I got inspired to box by watching my brother. I got serious about boxing when I was fourteen years old, when Carl finally showed me how to box. You could say he was my first trainer. I competed in the amateurs through the Paterson News Diamond Gloves, which was run by the editor of the newspaper, Abe Greene, who also happened to be New Jersey’s boxing commissioner.

Greene was one of the most prominent figures for boxing in New Jersey. While commissioner during the 1930s, he helped clean up the sport by getting rid of fake matches that were plaguing the sport. But one of his biggest claims to fame was that he was the head of a special labor commission that helped end a fourteen-week strike by 10,000 silk workers in Paterson in 1933.
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I was trained by my brother and adapted his style, which didn’t help make for a long career in boxing. It didn’t serve me well as a pro either.

Boxing taught me that I didn’t have to back down from anybody. What I loved most was it gave me the confidence to stand my ground, even with the wise guys who mouthed off to me. The more I learned, the more I loved it.

Carl taught me how to move in and out, how to punch, and most importantly, how to avoid a punch. But mainly I learned by watching other guys in the gym and picking up things they did. I discovered that I was a good student of the sport. Unfortunately, I wasn’t a good student of anything else. I stunk at school. The joke I always tell is that I had to leave school because of pneumonia … not that I had it, but because I couldn’t spell it.

It had nothing to do with me not being smart or intelligent. I just didn’t want to be there. Maybe if I had applied myself to studying math or science as much as I applied myself to hustling, I could have been a doctor or a lawyer or an accountant. But that didn’t seem important to me at the time. To me, the only important thing was boxing.

At about the same time that I was entering into the boxing world, I was working several jobs to help out my family. I felt like I had to earn my keep as my brothers and sisters were already working. Plus studying books and sitting in class weren’t cutting it for me, as I was always tired by the time I got to school each day from working and boxing.

At night I sold the New York Daily News and the Daily Mirror on street corners. I could be on those corners until midnight. After that, I’d go down to McNeers Bowling Alley to set up pins for a couple of hours. You could take home a few extra dollars if you caught that late tavern crowd. I was getting home at three or four in the morning and catching a couple hours of shuteye before heading off to school, so it was no surprise that I’d be falling asleep in class. It didn’t help the situation any that I was also mouthing off to the teachers. I wanted no part of what they wanted me to do, or say, or how to act. I wanted to do the things that I wanted to do and be the way that I wanted to be. I guess you could say I was rebellious.

I had one teacher, Mrs. Wolf, who was always on me. Whenever we’d get into it in class, she’d take me out into the hallway and slap the shit out of me. I’d come back in the class and the other kids would be laughing.

“Lou, you took another one,” they would say as they laughed.

This went on for a while. It was the same thing, almost every day: me coming to school late, falling asleep, mouthing off to the teachers, and getting slapped for it. Finally I had enough and I just stopped going, dropping out my first year at Central High School.

I don’t really regret it. School was the farthest thing from my mind at the time. It just wasn’t as important as making money to help my family. It also wasn’t as important as boxing.

Without the burden of having to go to school every day, I was free to seek other moneymaking opportunities. And I did it with the gusto of a hungry man attacking a bowl of pasta.

I developed a pretty good routine. I’d get up at 6 a.m., hitch a ride to the Preakness Hills Country Club in Wayne, New Jersey, and caddie for the doctors and lawyers. They always got there early to get in 18 holes before going to work. Those guys were high rollers to me. I could get $1.25 a round. That was a lot of money for a kid back in those days. But that wasn’t the end of my day, not by a long stretch. I was just getting started.

At around 11 a.m., I’d hitch a ride up to Pompton Lakes to Doc Bier’s training camp. If Joe Louis was training there, I knew it was going to be a great day for me. I got to know Joe and his trainer, Jack Blackburn. Joe made sure that Jack took care of me.

“Get the kid a sandwich, Chappie” (that’s what Joe called Jack). “Make sure he gets something to eat,’’ Joe would say.

Jack Blackburn had been a great lightweight who fought Joe Gans, Sam Langford, Harry Greb, and had even sparred with heavyweight Jack Johnson. He had switched over to being a trainer after his boxing career ended in 1923. Jack had spent four years in prison on a fifteen-year sentence for shooting and killing a man during an argument between himself and his wife. Prison took a toll on Jack as a boxer, and he was never quite the same. Even so, he was still a fixture in the boxing community. If you were around boxing long enough, you got to know Jack. He introduced me to Joe when they first started working at Doc Bier’s training camp. Joe was the kind of guy who treated everyone he met like they were an old friend. From going to his camp so much, Joe readily recognized me when I showed up at his training camp.

Joe Louis was the ideal vision of what a heavyweight champion should look like. Bigger than life, but not so big that he didn’t have time for the little people (like me). He made you feel like you were included in his group, that you belonged.

Joe was a great guy. Whenever there was a kid getting into trouble in the area, someone would drag him over to see Joe, who would scare him to death. I guess you could say that Joe ran the first “Scared Straight’’ program. Joe could set you straight if you were going in the wrong direction.

Besides helping the local kids, Joe did a lot for the community as a whole. When someone passed away because the ambulance from a nearby town didn’t arrive in time, Joe held an exhibition to raise the $2,600 so that the town of Pompton Lakes could buy its own ambulance. He also raised $2,000 to help the town’s police department build a communication tower. That’s why I later helped raise funds to build the Joe Louis Memorial Park in Pompton Lakes.

He’d always make time for the local kids, even opening up his camp and letting them run around. On Sundays there would be 5,000 people up there to watch him work out at his outdoor ring under the big trees of the camp. He’d go to the schools and speak to the kids. He ran movie trips and always picked up the tab, even for the ice cream. He made sure that people up there were taken care of if they were down and out.
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I loved watching Joe train. He wore those white knit trunks and that white tank top with the black shoes and the white socks. When he was in the ring, it was all business.

For me, watching him train was the greatest education I could ever get. Forget falling asleep in class. Seeing Joe move around the ring and sparring was like getting a PhD in the “Sweet Science.” It was truly a thing of beauty to see Joe bob and weave to avoid punches.

When Joe wasn’t there training, the camp was home to some of the greatest boxers of the day. Jackie “Kid” Berg, Harry Greb, Benny Leonard, Pancho Villa, Tony Canzoneri, Jimmy McLarnin, Lou Brouillard, and Primo Carnera were boxing royalty back then. The training camp was like a stop at Buckingham Palace, but more fun.

After leaving the camp, I’d come back in the afternoon, go to the American Athletic Club gym in Paterson, and practice what I saw Joe do and what I was learning from Carl. Then I’d put it into practice during some of my amateur fights. After my time in the gym, I’d get back out on the streets at night to sell newspapers, shine shoes, and set up bowling pins. Then I’d get up the next day and do it all over again.

I was fifteen, doing exactly what I wanted to do without anyone telling me otherwise. I felt like I could conquer the world. But I was also getting restless. And as the Great Depression was gripping the nation, I was feeling more pressure to help my family. I knew there was something more I needed to be doing. I had to find a way to earn more money.

Lucky for me, I discovered a way to earn more money while at the same time calming the sense of helplessness that was growing inside me. The Civilian Conservation Corps would end up being the answer.



1   The Mexican style of boxing is when a boxer uses a lot of pressure (moving forward) and throws heavy amounts of punches (emphasizing on body shots), similar to Julio Cesar Chavez, Marco Antonio Barrea, and Gennady Golovkin.
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ROLLING WITH THE PUNCHES

In 1938, America was being squeezed hard by the Great Depression. The poorest people were getting wrung out harder than anyone else. The Duva family was no exception.

All the hustles that I had going—selling newspapers, shining shoes, setting bowling pins, caddying for rich guys—was not enough to help my father keep the wolves away from the door.

I knew I had to do something different to bring in some extra cash. I found a way with the Civilian Conservation Corps, or CCC. It was a public work relief program put into place by President Franklin D. Roosevelt as part of his New Deal from 1933–42. It was for unemployed and unmarried young men who had trouble finding jobs during the Great Depression. Under the program, young men were offered shelter, clothing, and food, along with $30 a month (with $25 going back home to their families). It was the most popular of the New Deal programs. Under the program, three billion trees were planted and 800 National Parks were built.

It seemed like the perfect way to help out. I’d go away to work and would earn $30, of which I kept $5 and $25 went home to my family.

President Roosevelt’s program was the perfect way to get young men ages 18–23 off the street corners in big cities and help young men in rural areas feel useful. It was a great way to get young people working and to burn off some of that energy that would have been used to cause problems at home.

For a restless kid from Paterson, New Jersey, it seemed like a big adventure. But I wasn’t too concerned about that. I could make my own fun in Paterson. I was more interested in the $30, and the potential opportunities to hustle and make more money.

It was a great idea, but there were two problems with this plan: My parents didn’t want me to leave, and I was only sixteen years old, which was two years too young to “legally” join the CCC at the time. A few years later they changed the age requirements to 17–28.

I begged my parents to let me join the CCC. As with most parents, they were concerned about me leaving home. They thought I was too young, which I was. Eventually I wore them down and they agreed. I think they thought I wasn’t going to be allowed to join because I was too young, so by agreeing they were giving me what I wanted, but knew the law would keep me from actually getting in.

Little did they know that I already had a plan to get around that little “age issue.”

I managed to convince this guy who was two years older than me to give me his birth certificate. I changed the name on it and no one was the wiser. It was a good enough forgery to fool the US government, as they let me join the CCC. I became one of the three million young men who planted more than a billion trees from 1933 to 1942.

I had no idea where I would end up. Since most of the work in the CCC was about planting trees and building parks, I thought I would still be in New Jersey … I mean, it wasn’t called the Garden State for nothing! Instead of keeping me close to home, they shipped me all the way across the country to Walla Walla, Washington. I guess they needed more trees in Walla Walla than in New Jersey.

For a kid who had never been farther than Manhattan, traveling across the country from Paterson to Walla Walla was like going from the Earth to Mars. Walla Walla, which is a Native American name meaning “Place of Many Waters,” is a beautiful place in southeast Washington State a few miles north of the Oregon border. It’s famous for its sweet onions and actor Adam West, who played Batman in the 1960s. The town sits in a valley of the Blue Mountains and near the Cascade Mountains, and the Walla Walla River empties into the Columbia River. For a kid from the city, the rural setting was a lot to get used to. But I was able to adapt to the situation. Plus, I figured there was going to be opportunities to pick up some extra loot if I could get a couple good hustles going.

I learned how to drive trucks, which would come in handy when I started a trucking business later in life. I was driving trucks between Walla Walla, Washington, and Boise, Idaho, by day. I was also taking correspondence courses to try and learn some of the stuff that I didn’t learn in school.

The CCC camp was run like the US Army. They had officers in charge, which you had to address as “Sir.” It helped to instill some discipline. You toed the line because you wanted to earn the money. The alternative was getting booted out and going back home to nothing.

You did your work during the day and blew off steam at night. I learned to play craps and got pretty good at it. It also wasn’t long before the guys in the camp found out that I could box. They would hold these “smokers” in back rooms at the local bars. I ended fighting most of them before my time was through.

I could get $5, $8, or $12 a bout, depending on who I fought. And I was clearing extra money because I was coaching the other guys. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I was a pretty good bullshit artist and they thought I knew what I was talking about. I was using all the information that my brother had taught me and it made me look like an expert. These guys, who had never boxed a day in their lives, didn’t know the difference.

Then one day, the owner of one of the bars we used to fight in made me a proposition.

“You know how to coach and you know how to fight,” he said. “Do you want to box in an exhibition?”

I hesitated for a second.

“We’ll give you $50,” he said.

That was it. Once I heard $50 I was in.

“You got me, pal,” I said, thinking it would be the easiest money I’d ever earned.
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