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  To my family and friends.




  To the hands and hearts of the boxers who,


  to paraphrase Woody Guthrie,


  came like the dust and were gone with the wind.
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  Prologue




  “Marvin Camel Day”




  February 2, 1980, Flathead Reservation, Montana




  Snow came down in the big, shimmery clumps typical of western Montana’s February squalls. Emerging from houses, doorways, and alleys—and thriving boldly in the elements—several hundred smiling fans held signs and cheered, a fluid mass of joy expressing its appreciation of the Flathead Indian Reservation’s hero.




  Bundled in hats and winter clothes, men, women, and children lined the roads of the small town of St. Ignatius on the reservation. They blocked traffic, forming long human processions weaving through the streets, shouting themselves horse as they cheered for one of their own: Marvin Camel, Montana’s favorite boxer and sports personality. “As far as we are concerned, you are the champion,” read one placard.




  The crowd spotted Camel and his family and rose to cheer. In his dark sunglasses and light blue and white athletic jacket, Camel worked his lean jaw on one conversation after the next, paying attention to each person. He looked right and left with an expression of thanks.




  Camel was something special—a great eagle heart, a great bear heart, a great twisting wind—and a fighter, a deliverer, a source of pride. With a soul burning with a flame of longing, he was thriving in the crazy world of boxing.




  Two months earlier, on December 8, 1979, Camel had fought in boxing’s first cruiserweight title match. Camel was the first contender for the new division and Mate Parlov of Yugoslavia was second.




  The contest was in Split, Yugoslavia, and Camel had to brave the blood cry of thousands of Croatians screaming for their brother. The twenty-eight-year-old American, three years younger than Parlov and about an inch taller, had a five-inch longer arm reach, and was five pounds lighter.




  Parlov sent Camel tottering slightly backward in the first round and had an edge in the final round. Parlov also scored points midway through the bout. But Camel was more agile. He danced around the flat-footed, back-stepping European, scoring points. At bout’s end, Parlov showed signs of fatigue.




  The referee gave Camel a five-point advantage (a significant margin in a boxing match) but the two judges called it a draw. By rule, the majority consensus prevails. The match was a draw.




  This outcome stunned the boxing public—and Camel. “It was highway robbery,” declared an outraged Camel as he left the ring. In his heart he knew he had beaten Parlov in Parlov’s backyard.




  What was unmistakable was that Camel had brought the thrill of boxing to Montana and with it the buzz of success, the likes of which the state had not seen since Jack Dempsey fought Tommy Gibbons under the Big Sky in 1923.




  Boxing is customarily credited with changing the lives of disadvantaged youths. Camel fit this paradigm. The young man had set some lofty, long-term goals for himself, including winning a world championship. His drive to the top wasn’t easy. It included a brief jail sentence and a struggle to escape the stifling atmosphere of an Indian reservation. At this point in his career, Camel boxed because he enjoyed it. It was a job with prospects for wealth and glory, certainly better than most of the ill-paid jobs the unprivileged class do to stay alive. Boxing was his ticket out of the reservation quicksand.




  The reservation had watched him grow into a champion: AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) Champ five times; Montana state champion four times; Junior National Inland Empire Champ; State Male Athlete of the Year for 1972. Traveling the expanse of Montana (no small feat in the fourth-largest state), he was the state amateur champion from 1964 to 1972 in various weight classes from 105 to 165 pounds. Before turning pro, he fought Marvin Johnson and beat Sugar Ray Seales (both were future boxing hall of famers).




  The half-day salutation—“Marvin Camel Day” was sponsored by the Flathead Culture Committee and Salish Tribal Council to honor Marvin and the Camel clan for their various “noteworthy achievements in athletics.” The chatty, amiable Marvin, twenty-nine, was received with respect. A calm, good-looking man with a fresh face, quick smile, dark eyes, and an air of confidence, Camel looked antithetical to boxing’s crooked-nose pug living on the fringes of civilization. He spoke articulately to friends and played the part of boxing’s sympathetic spokesperson, talking ever so highly of a sport so alien to most others. His silly, eye-rolling sense of humor counteracted the usual melodrama of boxing.




  Camel answered all the inevitable questions. He discussed the real threat of being throttled and torn to pieces every time he went to work. “Marvin, what’s it like in there?” “Marvin, do those three-minute rounds feel like an eternity?” “What does it feel like to land one of those jolting right uppercuts on another man’s chin?” “How about a white man’s chin?”




  “There is more to it than a mouthful of blood and just fighting,” Camel answered. “It’s boxing, not fighting. Fighting is out in the bars. That’s what they do there. I’m a boxer.”




  Soon a large feast provided the crowd with an array of delicious options, and a full slate of approximately a dozen speeches commenced: two of Marvin’s high school coaches, Joe McDonald and Larry Anderson; Tribal Councilmen Noel Pichette and Thomas “Bearhead” Swaney; three tribal spiritual leaders; a Spokane tribal leader from Washington, Hy Neh; a student of Indian culture, Michael Joseph; noted pow-wow activist Octave Finley.




  Joseph said Camel was like “a returning warrior of old, bringing honor to his people and being honored by them.” Former Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribal secretary Doug Allard praised Camel for his example.




  “Thank you, Marvin for being courteous, a good businessman and a good Indian.” Those words came from Walt McDonald, the man who had “been supporting Marvin the longest.” McDonald added, “Marvin has fought some of the best boxers in the world and has shown his mettle. It is time that he is recognized as a great fighter in his own right.”




  During the ceremony Camel was given an Indian name: “Yosh-Ilimi Nenemay the First,” meaning “Strong Leader.” His wife, Sherry, became “Cho-we,” or “Long Hair.” Their two sons, “Livewire” Louis and newborn Marvin, Jr., became “Strong Leader, the Second” and “Little Fox Nenemay.” The naming was carried out by prayer leader and language instructor Johnny Arlee.




  When the last speaker concluded, Joseph and Arlee gave Camel a war staff: a bearskin-wrapped spear with thirty-nine feathers, one for each of Camel’s professional fights. Arlee said there was space on the staff for one more feather, “which we hope will be a winning feather.”




  After the last words of praise and thanks, there was a general migration to the St. Ignatius Community Center where Indian dancers performed a pow-wow. The Native people respected Marvin and the years he had spent boxing, working at the local lumber mill, fixing pinball machines, and, in sum, surviving. They knew it took a special person to spend decades in a sport known for solitary discipline, isolation, and effort.




  Indeed, this was no ordinary occasion and no ordinary place. This celebration took place on an ancient land where the pure exhilaration of fighting was culturally understood. And the man they were here to praise, well, he took what mattered most to them and attached it to boxing: pride, despair, conflict, duality. He represented them when he battled in the ring, when he gave—and received—painful lessons, when he showcased his style and skills. He represented them when his face was cut, bleeding, grotesquely swollen, when his body was covered with his own blood, and he kept fighting.




  Marvin Camel’s relationship with his people, his family, and himself had suffered from a combination of distractions, the most prominent of which was Marvin’s relentless pursuit of a pulsating sign pointing to better times ahead. Indeed, the epic journey of a man’s desire to be free is never without personal demons. Nevertheless, the mood on this day was marked by visible, palpable expressions of triumph and friendship. With faces to the big sky, Flathead Indians (and non—tribal-members) filled their lungs with air and let out a scream of joy that seemed as if it would never end, and a scream that seemed to come from untold reserves of strength. They rejoiced with all their might.




  Marvin Camel had touched the soul of Montanans, making them cheer, dream, and wonder. One man inspired an entire reservation—and state.




  In the first half of the twentieth century, people all over the world listened to radio broadcasts of important boxing matches or watched them on flickering televisions. When Marvin Camel entered the world in 1950, boxing held a high place in the pecking order of sports. There was media space to devote to boxers and more reason for allotting it, since public interest in characters such as Camel was strong. Indeed, Camel’s name is a throwback to the days when morning newspapers carried lengthy stories of last night’s fights.




  Nowadays, boxing stands on the outer reaches, battered and sagging, lumped with lacrosse, rowing, horse racing, cricket, sailing, soccer, and the WNBA in the “Other” section of newspapers’ sports pages. No current sports magazine has a full-time boxing writer.




  Camel’s name has been lost on Montana’s wider cultural history. Perhaps even worse, young boxers know nothing about the man who, in 1999, Sports Illustrated listed as Montana’s eighteenth greatest sports figure. From Croatia to Denmark, Germany and Italy, to Las Vegas and Billings, Montana, in dimly lit gyms and large, sold-out arenas, Marvin Camel represented himself, his reservation, and his home state. In this great undertaking, Camel mostly had to depend on himself.




  Just a few weeks after Marvin Camel Day, in the heat and sweat of Las Vegas, Camel brawled his way to a unanimous decision over Parlov in their rematch. With his right eye nearly closed and blood streaming from his left temple from the fifth round on, Camel showed more valor than style as he fought his heart out to beat Parlov. Camel was a bloody mess and not very pretty, but he fought one hell of a fight and became the World Boxing Council’s first champion in the newly minted cruiserweight division.




  At last, the fierce young warrior from a rural Indian reservation was a world champion. But nothing in boxing—or life, really—comes without a thick set of complications. At present, few reminders of boxing, or of Marvin Camel’s accomplishments, or that special day decades ago exist outside of a sporadic dinner conversation and a faded poster on the wall of a St. Ignatius recreation center. Camel himself lives thousands of miles away from the reservation, in humble circumstances.




  But all was joyful on that special day long ago when Camel felt the love of his people, their mood and judgment, their support and strength. It was a feeling of oneness, of unity.




  


  


  


  


  


  





  Your Path




  





  Everything is laid out for you,




  Your path is straight ahead of you.




  Sometimes it’s invisible but it’s there.




  You may not know where it’s going,




  but you have to follow that path.




  It’s the path to the Creator.




  It’s the only path there is.




  





  Chief Leon Shenandoah (1990)
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  Boxing’s Underbelly




  In the boxing ring, equations of life and sport are inverted. It’s a place where one needs to move with and transmit anger, violence, and prejudice to succeed. Amazing feats are accomplished in this sanctioned warfare, and there are no peace treaties, no philosophical discussions, just mutually destructive conflict. The slightest signal of neutrality or reluctance can spell demise. Everyone senses the danger. But boxing is not about drawing wisdom from sanity—it’s about the common sense of survival.




  Everyone in boxing faces fears and demons that most people don’t accept or even see coming. Boxers know that isolative feeling of survival and intimidation bound up in boxing’s bluster. Boxing is a dark journey. Its darkness explains why writers—particularly American ones—have always been intrigued by what happens between the ropes—the primal contest—juxtaposed with the wild carnival atmosphere outside. From musty gyms to glitzy casinos, writers have chronicled determination and dissipation, great champions and punch-drunk has-beens, colorful entourages and outrageous promoters. They have written incisively about race, rage, class, self-preservation, and spectacle.




  Still, the fighter’s endemic willingness to endure violence, with his own demise always imminent, remains ancient drama, difficult to explain. The moves, the speed, the power, the pain—they are all a part of the boxing mystique.




  Blending raw power, brute courage, and trained skill, the ‘Sweet Science’ incites a wider range of emotions than any other sport. It reveals most of the hopes and tensions that make humanity stir.




  Marvin Camel discovered that boxing was an absolute experience. It produced an extreme intensity that was difficult to find or duplicate in daily life. Boxing absorbed Camel whole, subsumed him into its underbelly.




  In 250 amateur and professional fights, Camel was never knocked out. He may have had his lights turned off and his clock cleaned, and he may have been stopped by officials because of ugly cuts, bruises, and bleeding, but he was never knocked unconscious, and he never quit. His encounters were snarly in detail, variously noted for their savagery, artistry, controversy, rivalry, or pure spectacle.




  Camel was part of boxing’s golden age when the sport was one of the most publicized forms of entertainment in the world. He tangled with personalities such as Matthew Saad Muhammad, one of the greatest Philadelphia fighters. Abandoned as a child along a busy parkway, Saad Muhammad lost just three bouts in his first 18 fights and in 1979 fought for the WBC world title, knocking out Marvin Johnson. But when the glory faded, “Miracle Matthew” kept fighting, and he was frequently battered and overmatched.




  In 1980 Camel fought on the same card as the infamous “no mas” fight which saw Sugar Ray Leonard defeat Roberto Duran in one of the most shocking endings in boxing history. Having fought previously, with Duran winning a decision, the rematch was an inglorious embarrassment for Duran, a monster of a man said to have broken a policeman’s jaw with his “hands of stone” as a twelve-year-old in the ghettos of Panama City, Panama. Ray out-boxed and out-maneuvered Duran so effectively that at two minutes and 44 seconds into the eighth round, the “savage warrior” quit. The ringside broadcaster thought he heard two words that would haunt Duran forever: “No mas, no mas.” No more, no more. Duran actually said, “No quiero pelear con el payaso.” I do not want to fight with this clown. Duran slunk to his corner, head hung low, a desperate, beaten figure of failure.




  Camel sparred with men such as Ron Lyle, the son of a preacher father and missionary mother, who brawled with the best of boxing’s heavyweights. The sinister-looking convicted murderer had been, by his own admission, “to hell and back.”




  Camel fought men whose stories could have been torn from pulp fiction. One was Bash Ali, an articulate, Nigerian-born political science major who thought boxing was “stupid.” One day the college kid walked into a gym in Oakland, California, and without any boxing experience, declared that he could whip any man in the ring. He whipped many men in his subsequent career.




  There was Willie “The Cannon” Shannon, who, while in prison, morphed from a scrawny teenager into a 6-foot-5, 185-pound accumulation of muscles. He took up pro boxing in small Florida arenas, often against opponents who outweighed him by thirty pounds or more because Shannon chose to fight as a heavyweight—they earned bigger paychecks. Even by boxing’s sordid standards, Shannon’s fall was precipitous and ugly. Months before he matched up against Camel for the Nevada State Cruiserweight Championship, Shannon murdered a woman in retaliation for a financial dispute. He was charged decades later.




  There was Bill Sharkey, a former gang leader from Queens, who fought Camel in Missoula, Montana, for the first significant cruiserweight title fight in 1979. Nine years earlier, Sharkey and another man allegedly drove to a home in Queens and shot and killed a man. Charged with murder, a jury convicted him of manslaughter. Sentenced to 10 years, he was released in three. While in prison, Sharkey had a two-word expletive tattooed on the inside of his lower lip. In 1998, Sharkey’s body was found burning deep in the woods in Pennsylvania. He had been shot, stuffed in the trunk of the old New York City police car he tooled around in, and then set on fire—several miles from a log cabin he had built with his own hands.




  There were others. Camel’s career intersected with some of the most memorable boxing luminaries of the modern era, including promoter Don King, trainer Eddie Futch, light heavyweight great Bob Foster, and the brash Muhammad Ali.




  In 1980, boxing launched the cruiserweight division—a weight bracket from 176 to 190 pounds that was the answer for men too big for the light heavyweight class and not hefty enough to throw leather with the true heavyweights. Camel was the first cruiserweight champ with the World Boxing Council (WBC) in 1980 and the International Boxing Federation (IBF) in 1984.




  Camel defied simple categorization as a fighter and as a person. For a pugilist, Camel was exquisitely handsome, tall and commanding, with a charming and a warm personality. Mild-mannered, easy-going, possessing a keen sense of humor and wisdom, he was the antithesis of the brash thug or tiresome showboat who provoked fisticuffs at weigh-ins, talked uneducated drivel, or stared down opponents with exaggerated machismo. Camel would personify your average mild-mannered gentleman, which he had been all his life, except for the fury unleashed from a wellspring of unexplored emotions when he laced up his gloves.




  Camel was a solid defensive boxer who favored strategy over slugging. The fact that he was a lefthander—a fairly rare commodity in the boxing world and a trait that caused opposing fighters to change their styles—hampered his opportunities for big fights. His charging, awkward style—baffling to opponents—also made it difficult to find matches.




  At times Camel felt as if he were the perennial underdog, a guy that no one gives a damn about. On occasion, he was pessimistic about his chosen profession—“legalized murder” he called it—and whether or not he should have dedicated his entire existence to something that received so little respect. At other times, he embarked on personal public relations campaigns on behalf of professional boxing.




  Marvin Camel reached high plateaus in his professional life and made tremendous sacrifices in his personal life, which included a divorce from the woman who frequently worked as his trainer. Told that he was risking his sight in one eye by continuing to box, he kept fighting until nearly age forty.




  Ultimately, Camel made sacrifices to be exceptional. He proved that we are stronger the wider we open our perceptions. People such as Marvin Camel are the only ones who can create a climate for the American dream to survive another generation. “If the American dream is to come true and to abide with us,” historian James Truslow Adams wrote in The Epic of America, “it will, at bottom, depend on the people themselves.”




  Life was there for the taking. Marvin Camel proved that.
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  Centuries in the Making




  “No other reservation can say they have a world champion, except maybe Jim Thorpe’s.”




  —Lincoln Billedeaux, Flathead Indian Reservation




  As a young man, Marvin Camel had many dreams, and those dreams guided the course of his future. But his course—his dreams—could not be set apart from the historical context of the American Indian.




  On the Flathead Reservation of northwestern Montana, the story of Marvin’s people is shared and experienced against the backdrop of sacred landscape. Here the skyline is drawn not by the architectural achievements of man, but by the jagged profile of the Mission Mountains. Snow-capped peaks loom above the mile-high Flathead Valley with its clear waters and eye-ravishing vistas. Wilderness is all around; elk, deer, and grizzly bears are present.




  Most of the valley is not Indian land. From June until September, much of the traffic passing through the Flathead Valley on two-lane U.S. Highways 2 and 93 is going to and from Glacier National Park. Thirty-seven-mile long Flathead Lake is the largest natural body of fresh water within a single state west of the Mississippi River. The lake’s 135 miles of shoreline supports small towns, state parks, marinas, fledgling vineyards, and cherry orchards. Orchards and fruit stands sprout up along the shore. The lake boasts sailing and fishing tournaments.




  The Flathead Indian Reservation occupies approximately 1,243,000 acres on the western slope of the Continental Divide, with exterior boundaries of the reservation spanning portions of four counties—Flathead, Lake, Missoula, and Sanders.




  The National Bison Range is on its southern border. Highway 93 goes through it, and the town of Ronan lies within it.




  Ronan—Marvin’s birthplace, with a population of less than 1,500 at the time—was first called Spring Creek, a reference to the local warm springs flowing into nearby Flathead River. Residents adopted the name Ronan Springs in 1893 as a tribute to U.S. Army Maj. Peter Ronan, who “served the tribes with honesty and compassion” as the Flathead Indian Reservation agent from the 1870s until his death in 1892.




  The three tribes of the Flathead Indian Reservation are the Salish, Pend d’Oreille, and Kootenai. Seliñ is the proper name for the Salish, who refer to themselves as Sqéliö—the People.




  There are 6,961 enrolled members of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes. Of this population, 4,244 live on the reservation. Many Indians still speak their indigenous languages, and ancestral storytelling is the bedrock of tribal art, music, and dance.




  The Flathead Valley was home to bands of Plateau and Basin tribes for at least twelve to fifteen thousand years. The earliest tribes were nomadic and had seasonal camping spots, which form the basis of many Salish stories. They lived off the land, and the land could be stingy and capricious.




  In the words of Salish elder and storyteller Kenny Camel—Marvin’s younger brother—“The Salish People hunted buffalo, elk, deer, mountain goats and harvested the bounty of the grains, berries and camas plants. The water was also a provider. They fished for sturgeon and harvested abalone shells to make jewelry and use for trading. They followed yearly migration routes that started in northwestern Montana, into Idaho, part of Washington and up into Canada. Some of the world’s most beautiful and resource rich lands are located here in Flathead.”




  From 1778 to 1871, as white Americans inched westward, the U.S government brokered—and often broke—treaties with American Indian nations. The 1855 Hellgate Treaty allowed for creation of the Flathead Reservation. In return, Salish tribal leaders reluctantly ceded more than 22 million acres elsewhere in western Montana to the United States government.




  In 1870, the Bitterroot Salish Indians—falsely called “Flatheads” by the original white explorers—were a small tribe living in and around the Bitterroot Valley of southwestern Montana Territory. “The Salish are often been referred to as “Flatheads,” said Robert McDonald, Tribal Communications Director of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes. “But this name is a misnomer and, in actuality, there are no Flatheads. There are three stories about the false origin. One is that since the foot of [Flathead] lake is flat, the early trappers got confused. The other is that a hand signal for the tribe was to put your palm facing your forehead, gesturing as if smacking above the forehead. Another suggestion is that we simply somehow got confused with the coastal Salish, who were known for flattening the heads of their babies. We never did that here, or had anything to do with that.”




  In 1891, the economically impoverished Salish accepted government promises of assistance and retreated to the Flathead Reservation, more than sixty miles north of their homeland.




  The Dawes Severalty Act of 1887 was applied to the Flathead Reservation in April 1904, leading to enrollment, then allotment, and finally the opening of the reservation to a random drawing of 3,000 prospective homesteaders. Theodore Roosevelt described the legislation as “a mighty pulverizing agent to break up the tribal mass.” One hundred sixty acres of reservation land were allotted to each family head, with half the amount given to orphans and single persons over eighteen years of age. Those Indians judged “competent” were allowed to acquire immediate ownership of their land, which meant they were free to sell it to whites.




  After allotment of reservation land to Indian adults and exempting some land for such things as “town sites, a bison range, and power installations,” the remaining lands were to be sold with the money used for tribal benefit. In effect, much of the reservation was opened to settlement by non-Indians.




  Tribal rhythms were downright disrupted. Oral histories of Indians routinely include the phrases “before allotment” or “after allotment.” Many tribes began to succumb to afflictions such as pneumonia, malaria, and meningitis. Open-range grazing of the Indians’ livestock ended, pushing many families into hardship. On July 4, 1907, Secretary of the Interior James Garfield’s train was met by nearly 500 mounted Flatheads who voiced their opposition to opening the reservation to homesteading.




  Within a few years, however, an excitable land grab ensued when unclaimed homestead lots were opened to entry and the Interior Department issued orders to sell two- to five-acre tracts of reservation land on Flathead Lake for cottages and vacation homes. The plan was to make the scenic lake front “bloom like a rose.”




  The 1.2 million acre reservation, guaranteed in perpetuity less than a quarter century before, ceased to exist. By 1935 only 30 percent of the original reservation land remained in Indian ownership. Today, of the total population living on the reservation, only twenty-five percent are Native Americans.




  The trajectory of the Flathead Indian Reservation was repeated all over the West, and perhaps the force behind it was as inevitable as it was irresistible. “Go West, young man, go West and grow up with the country” Horace Greeley intoned.




  The myth of the West was the myth of America: a nameless person could set out for the Territory and build a prosperous new life. The belief in the individual’s capacity to make his way—to cross oceans and mountains—only grew stronger as America grew older. Witness, for instance, Henry Williams Campbell, an African American born May 24, 1924, in Monroe, North Carolina. When he was 16, Campbell fled the prejudices of the Jim Crow South by joining the Navy.




  Part of the Great Migration, Henry was one of more than 1.5 million blacks who moved from the South to the Northeast, Midwest, and West between 1915 and 1940. The move was Henry’s way of distancing himself from the ugliness of segregation, escaping economic hardship, and following the dream of a better life. Around this time, as further repudiation of his former self, he abbreviated his last name to “Camel.”




  While stationed in Astoria, Oregon, the Navy Petty Officer, cook, and club boxer met Alice Nenemay, a full-blood Pend d’Oreille who had left the Flathead Reservation at fifteen and later found work welding U.S. Navy ships in Washington shipyards.




  Alice was born to Alex and Elaine Nenemay on January 16, 1920, at their home near Dixon, Montana. Years earlier, Alex had moved to the lower Flathead River country, where he met Elaine. They married and settled near the river, raising cantaloupes, watermelon, and potatoes, and harvesting apples in the area’s many orchards. Alice’s grandmother, Josette, was an only child and said to be the “belle of the Mission Valley.” Her grandfather, John Eneas, was a tall, handsome man. After falling in love with Josette, John built their log home on the river.




  Alice, one of nine children, was a peppy young girl “who ran like the wind,” said her daughter Patricia. Alice purportedly “outran her family’s horses.” She covered great distances cross-country and herded cattle on foot, “running all the way.” She was said to have “chased the horses down when the family had no fences.” The family tells a story about Alice when she was a child not yet in her teens. Her mother and father got on the buckboard to go to Dixon about six miles away. “You stay home,” they told her. Instead, Alice took off running and beat the buckboard to town.




  Alice and her siblings walked the cliffs and hills, roamed the openness playing games, worked in their great big garden, lassoed horses, and swam almost every day, according to Alice’s written memoirs.




  By fifteen, Alice was hopping trains to Washington, visiting family and working. She stayed on the Kalispel Reservation in eastern Washington with her brother, Frank, and his family, for about three years, working as a motel maid and waitress. She also lived on the eastern edge of the Yakima Reservation in Toppenish, Washington.




  During World War II, Alice and her friend, Aggie, were part of a voluntary Relocation Program for war work which took them to Vancouver, Washington. Alice worked at a shipyard for the unionized Kaiser Company, Inc. Donning the welder’s hood and a big leather apron, she worked on a ship’s hull, unaware of even the vessel’s name or destination. At the end of the war she was working in Portland.




  A new segment of Alice’s life began when she attended a USO dance across the Columbia River in Astoria. She described the encounter with Henry Camel as “love at first sight.”




  In 1944, after dating for six months, Alice and Henry married in Portland. They eventually moved to an 80-acre home site in Ronan, Montana, down a rutted dirt road slicing straight to the heart of the Mission Mountains. Alice happily brought her new husband—one of the few, if not the only, African Americans that locals had ever seen—home to the reservation.




  Alice and Henry reared 14 children: Cathy, born in 1947, followed by Henry, Jr., Charles, Tom, Helen, Pat, Marvin, Frank (who died as an infant of pneumonia), Paula, Florine, Ken, Terry, Bob, and Renee. (Marvin and other siblings state that the first two Camel children, Cathy and Henry Junior, are full-bloodied Indians and definitely not Henry’s. “That’s the way it is on the reservation,” said one family member.)




  Life on the reservation had a lovely, rather magical side, as well as a bitter, Draconian one. The family worked hard, clearing the woods and building a home on Alice’s trust land. Henry found employment as a ranch hand for successful Missoula businessman Harry Oscar “H.O.” Bell. “Henry used nothing but physical force in his job,” Marvin said later. “He had to. No stump grinders. No log splitters. No automated boilers or rakers. No luxuries. It was all physical.”




  Bell’s Bar Lazy B ranch produced two cuttings of alfalfa hay a year and plentiful crops of oats, barley, and garden vegetables. Mary Ellen Rae, H.O. Bell’s granddaughter, recalled Henry in a 1991 biography of H.O. Bell: “We had a man named Henry Camel (boxer Marvin Camel’s father), who was with us for 24 years. He and Harry would get into these arguments. Henry would say, ‘Mr. Bell, you’re entirely wrong on that’ or, ‘That isn’t the way you should do such and such.’ They would have words about a lot of different things, but they always remained good friends. Harry was always interested in Henry because he felt he had a lot to offer.”




  Marvin Louis Camel was born December 24, 1950, a cloudy, foggy, Christmas Eve Sunday in the foothills of the Mission Mountains. His middle name was bestowed in honor of boxing legend Joe Louis. (Marvin’s younger brother Robert Liston Camel received his middle name from boxer Sonny Liston.)




  If there is one defining characteristic of Marvin Camel, it is supreme confidence in everything he does. The trait arises naturally from an iron will, steely nerves, and a fierce determination. Where these qualities came from is not difficult to discern. They were forged in the fiery furnace of environment and upbringing




  The Camel family was caught in a cycle of poverty that often haunts those who live on Indian reservations. The growing family lived in a house with four bedrooms, one of which used to be the living room. Food and money were scarce. Keeping the kids washed, cleanly dressed, and getting them to school took most of Alice’s time. Henry’s work day on the cattle ranch started early and ended late.




  Alice recalled her life as a never-ending cycle of washing, wood-splitting, cooking, canning meat, harvesting vegetables from the garden and preserving them, and, of course, refereeing the inevitable quarrels between her growing sons and daughters. “We lived day by day,” she wrote in her journals. “Too much work. We didn’t have the automatic washer, the dryer. We had to haul water, hang the clothes up outside. We just lived from scratch, I guess. You never sat and thought about how poor you were.”




  As soon as the Camel kids were old enough to walk, they were expected to contribute; they hauled water, cut firewood, washed laundry, tended garden, and canned vegetables. For food, they killed, butchered, and preserved the deer and bear flanking their property. When washday came, it was just that—a whole day of hauling and heating the water, filling the washer by hand, hanging the clothes outside to dry. In the winter, even before a blizzard stopped howling, they tugged on boots and trudged out to shovel the snow. After school, into the darkness of night, the Camel children worked.




  Henry’s philosophy was simple and unambiguous: if the kids knew how to put on their shoes and clothes, they could work, too. He could be stern, and the belt was his favored mode of punishment.




  Henry’s influence on the outlook and aspirations of his children was pervasive, and thanks to him, Marvin saw himself as someone special—someone set apart, not subject to the limitations holding others back. In the fifth grade Marvin scribbled an essay in which he declared, “I want to be the champ of the world.” Marvin’s dreams not only revealed the future. They controlled it.




  Ruthlessly masculine, Henry Camel had been drawn at an early age to the primal survivalist drama of boxing and had boxed as an amateur. Familiar with the hard stares and the cross insults of racial disdain, Henry insisted that his sons Charles, Tom, Marvin, and Kenneth learn boxing as a form of physical and mental preparation. If they could handle themselves with their fists, they would earn respect and the space to live that most families take for granted.




  To teach his sons and others, Henry started the Desert Horse Boxing Club in nearby Polson. Still working full-time, Henry taught boxing in his spare time. Polson resident and later Camel family friend Don Albert said that Henry was the best trainer he ever had. “Henry taught me more in five minutes than all I learned from any other trainer,” Albert said.




  Amateur boxer Allan Burland developed true boxing skills thanks to Henry, whom he called “a great, smart man.” More than four decades later, Burland remembered Henry’s lean, well-distributed physique as his most memorable trait. “He had a hard, smooth body type, no flab,” Burland said.




  Dean Kromarek, 64, remembered watching Henry in an unsanctioned boxing match one time in Great Falls. Kromarek was 16 and he had already boxed Marvin three times in the amateurs. He said that Henry’s “peaceful practices” in the ring helped sear his image into memory.




  “Henry was very smooth in the ring,” said Kromarek. “He almost seemed to have too gentle of a heart in the ring, too cordial. He could’ve tore guys apart, but he didn’t have that killer instinct. He enjoyed the sport more than the hostility—at least that is how it appeared to me at the time. Henry coached at the local job corps. It seemed like he boxed mostly to encourage the kids at the young corps and boxed more to show them—and his own kids—how to get out of—and stay out of—trouble.”




  Family friend Larry Anderson recalled once watching Henry Camel lose a fight to a younger boxer. “Henry just finished milking cows for old Bell,” said Anderson. “After work, he fought a young kid from Kalispell. The kid beat Henry. [Later] I saw the rematch in Kalispell, and Henry beat him real quick.” Anderson said he considered Henry Camel a friend who “may not have been real compassionate,” and that he often sensed it was “difficult for the boys to be around Henry.”




  Joe McDonald considered Henry Camel a friend, too. While he said that Henry was a man known to “take good care of his children” and was “a real gentleman,” he added that Henry had “a mid-life crisis” in which he went on “a wild drinking streak chasing young women.”




  While Henry was the dominant parent, Alice was strong-willed, forever telling her huge brood they could achieve whatever they wanted if they put their minds to it. “I loved my mother and I always skipped school to do things for her,” Marvin said. Uninterested and truant, Marvin was forced to repeat the first and fifth grades. “I was my mom’s messenger,” Marvin explained. “I was always running errands and delivering messages and missing school. I was an outspoken little guy. If they wanted me to say something to somebody, I’d go say it. If you wanted something done, I’d do it. I missed a lot of school because of that.”




  Ken Camel recalled that his earliest years were spent playing outdoors and consuming the best elements of mountain living. Racism, however, was ubiquitous, even on the reservation, perhaps especially on the reservation. Ken recalled being told that he was “too dark” and his hair “too curly.”




  “Up until I was eleven-years-old, I heard the ‘n’ word,” Marvin said. “Native Americans were the most racist people you’d ever want to meet. The white people were half-assed and talked bullshit. You hear the negative all day long and see your brothers getting into fights.”




  Helen Camel has done a lot of reflecting on her mixed racial heritage. “We didn’t associate out in the community very much,” she said. “Back then I wondered if this was some way my mom was protecting us. We were pretty well accepted, but in some ways the racial thing did help develop—I don’t know—a sense of family and a sense of pride that we kids kind of clung to.”




  “The Camel family faced racism from the Indian community for being African American,” said Robert McDonald. “That’s true. There was a lot of conflict, and not just Indian-white, but Indian-black, and Indian versus Indian, and are you Indian enough? That’s part of the historical trauma, and the life of a people who are uncertain about what’s right in making even the smallest decisions. But there was no shortage of self-love in the Camel family.”




  In a place where a different physical appearance made people targets of hostility and indifference, the Camel kids sought protection—and vindication for being different—in athletics.




  Ken turned to boxing because he “hated people.” The steady stream of racial taunts made him “angry” and “unwhole.” Yet Ken equally hated the brutality of boxing, the bone-jarring and head-snapping savagery. He remembered his father pushing him under the ropes into the ring as a scared six-year-old. When Henry would tell him it was time to practice, Ken would hide behind the woodshed. With his mom’s help, Ken quit—for what would not be the last time—at age eight, after two fights.
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