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Praise for The Good Son


“Compelling . . . Kriegel’s superb biography makes it plain that unlike many of his boxing brethren who lose their fortune and footing in retirement, Mancini has continued stepping forward with all the grace and integrity you would expect from a very good son, and the pride of Youngstown.”


—The Boston Globe


“Masterful . . . Well-crafted and impeccably researched . . . [It] should enhance Kriegel’s status as the best sports biographer we have today.”


—The Buffalo News


“Not only does the book examine Mancini’s life, it reveals his soul . . . Kriegel gives you all of it. And more . . . The amount of reporting done by Kriegel to tell Kim’s side of the story is impressive. That’s part of what makes this book special . . . The cast of characters in the book is fascinating.”


—Bobby Cassidy, Newsday


“The best writer on sports that we have.”


—Charles P. Pierce, Esquire


“The book proves true Kriegel’s contention that boxing works better in the world of popular culture than it does as, well, boxing . . . This is Kriegel at his best.”


—Ed Graney, Las Vegas Review Journal


“An ode to father-son relationships, it describes the joys of winning a title belt, but also the agony of watching an opponent expire across the ring.”


—Kurt Rabin, The Free Lance-Star (Fredericksburgh, VA)


“Honestly, it’s simply not possible to write a better book—sports, nonsports, fiction, nonfiction—than The Good Son, Mark Kriegel’s remarkable biography of Boom Boom Mancini, which is by equal turns uplifting, heartbreaking, cautionary, and redemptive. And impossible to put down.”


—Mike Vaccaro, New York Post columnist


“Sportswriting at its best, which is what we’ve come to expect from Mark Kriegel. But it’s also much, much more. Here is the story not just of the rise and fall of a great prizefighter from a hard-luck industrial town—rendered, throughout, with tremendous heart—but of fathers and sons (and brothers), of America’s hunger for mythic heroes, of the tragic collision of two lives. It’s a slender yet epic book, as graceful, layered, and achingly intimate as the finest novel.”


—Jonathan Mahler, author of Ladies and Gentlemen, the Bronx Is Burning


“It’s easy to say The Good Son will go down as one of the great boxing books of all time. But in telling the story of Ray ‘Boom Boom’ Mancini, Mark Kriegel has accomplished something beyond sports. His book is, put simply, a masterpiece; an ode to father-son relationships, to the drive and makeup of champions; to what it is to experience the high of a world championship and the low of watching an opponent die in the ring. There’s a reason Kriegel is one of America’s elite biographers. The Good Son is spectacular.”


—Jeff Pearlman, New York Times bestselling author of Sweetness: The Enigmatic Life of Walter Payton


“Our American literary tradition happily disregards the intellectuals and cherishes the sportswriters. As we should, for the great sportswriter combines the fan’s love of American culture with the scribe’s intuition of tragedy. Or, as Red Smith, Damon Runyon, or Bill Heinz might have put it: ‘Kriegel does for Boom Boom what Margaret Mitchell did for the Civil War.’ ”


—David Mamet


“As told by Mark Kriegel, the true tale of Boom Boom Mancini is one of blood and spirit, of the ghosts bequeathed from fathers to sons, from pugilists to their progeny. If The Good Son is a sports book, it’s the best I’ve ever read. Either way, in any genre, it is masterful storytelling.”


—David Milch


“Raging Bull was a great movie because it wasn’t just about Jake LaMotta. It explored the generic soul of a fighter. The Good Son isn’t just about Ray Mancini. It’s a look into a fighter’s soul.”


—Thomas Hauser, The Ring


“One of my favorite biographers of this century, Mark Kriegel, has written with his usual aplomb a great story depicting the journey of this American hero . . . The author captures that period in prizefighting when someone like Mancini could be groomed with methodical precision to become a world champion . . . Kriegel always provides the flavor and the atmosphere thick with language and smoke of his subject’s storyline . . . It’s an important biography.”


—David Avila, TheSweetScience.com


“Entertaining . . . Kriegel’s cinematic style—quick cuts, lots of dialogue, crisp characterization—works well in a story that in its early stages will remind you of the Rocky films.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Kriegel is a meticulous researcher and gifted interviewer, and, in this stirring biography, the joy and tragedy experienced by the Mancini family is palpable—never more than in the account of a meeting between Kim’s son and Ray 30 years after Kim died at Ray’s hand. Kriegel picks his subjects carefully and does them justice. Can there be higher praise for a biographer?”


—Booklist, starred review


“Kriegel’s smoothly written biography tells the story of a rust belt hero whose boxing career was marred by tragedy in the ring . . . as a saga of two families dealing with hardship and violent death, this boxing history is completely engaging.”


—Publishers Weekly
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For my brother, Eric Bruce Kriegel





Prologue | Dementia



The longer it went, this stubborn accrual of brutalities, the more it thrilled—not just the millions watching at home—but his fellow celebrities at ringside. One could see Sinatra transfixed, his admiration palpable. Bill Cosby left his seat to volunteer advice in the champion’s corner.


This was America’s champion: symbolically potent, demographically perfect. And during this brief moment in American life the public observed little distinction between flesh and fable, between Boom Boom Mancini and Rocky Balboa.


Hey, people would ask, when you gonna kick that Mr. T’s ass?


But against almost every expectation, this fight was even better than a movie. Each passing round became an homage to the champion’s father, who had been a fighter himself. I never took a step back, he liked to tell his son.


The challenger, for his part, had no father to speak of, a source of great embarrassment back in his native Korea. But his manner of combat, the eagerness with which he endured abuse, seemed to gentle the condition of his birth, as if he’d descended from the Hwarang knights who famously admonished against retreat.


He was enchanted, said an old friend.


By now, both fighters were purplish and quilted with bruises. And as the champion went wearily to his corner, he wondered what the fuck Bill Cosby was doing there and why he was speaking in that Fat Albert voice. Was this a dream?


What’s he got to do? wondered the champion’s corner man. Kill this kid?


One of the television announcers had seen it before. And between rounds, he issued a muttering prophesy: Something bad’s going to happen . . .


•   •   •


Almost three decades later, Ray Mancini mumbles a prayer as a waiter sets the plate before him. Red sauce, pink sauce, white sauce, or grilled. It matters not. Mancini’s devotional rituals do not change.


The regulars at table twenty-four enjoy the whole bit, from mannerism to mantra, the way it ends with Ray pressing fingers to his lips. But, more than that, they envy his capacity to believe.


Fucking Ray’ll believe anything, they say.


Present, as usual, are the hard-wired playwright, the much-loved television star, and the producer who made it big with cop shows. II Forno Trattoria—“the joint,” as they call it—is tucked into a strip mall on Ocean Park Boulevard in Santa Monica. “We all grew up in neighborhoods where a great premium was placed on being able to sit around and talk shit,” explains the playwright. “So, instead of this Hollywood nonsense, guys talking about their diets, we remember.”


Remember the fight? Remember the night?


And that fat detective from Brooklyn, remember him?


Louie Eppolito, an ex-cop with an epic comb-over, had proclaimed himself a screenwriter. Everybody at table twenty-four tried to warn Ray. The guy was no good, dirty, mobbed up. Mancini listened to all the advice, of course, then promptly bankrolled Eppolito’s screenplay.


The resulting motion picture went straight to video while Eppolito got life plus one hundred years for moonlighting as a mafia hit man. Still, the most corrupt detective in the history of the NYPD had failed to corrupt Mancini, or diminish the ingenuous instinct that made Ray a national hero. Ray liked Louie. What’s more, the guy had great stories.


“Ray loves the stories,” says his ex-wife. “Don’t you get it?”


He’ll tell you his story is that of his father’s. But, in fact, it’s what he made of his father’s story, an unwittingly theological construct he conceived as a child, while pondering sepia-toned glossies and brittle-brown clippings of a heroically battered boxer.


“I didn’t win ’em all,” said the father. “But I never took a step back.”


Lenny Mancini had been the number-one contender in an abundantly talented lightweight division. However, his chance for a championship ended not with a title shot, but with fragments from an exploding mortar shell, keepsakes from the Wehrmacht he’d carry with him the rest of his life. That was November 10, 1944, just outside the French town of Metz. The Virgin Mary had appeared to him just days before, hovering over his trench.


A generation would pass before Lenny’s youngest son would enter the national consciousness. Ray called himself “Boom Boom,” too, just like the old man. But coming out of Youngstown, Ohio, in the early 1980s, he also represented those felled when the steel belt turned to rust. As refracted through the lens of television, Ray became The Last White Ethnic, even more valiant than violent, a redemptive fable produced by CBS Sports.


This teleplay, of course, made no mention of the older Mancini brother. With Ray on the cusp of fame, he was found with a .38-caliber slug an inch and a half behind the right ear. Nielsen families didn’t want to hear that. “Boom Boom” was a family show, serialized for Saturday afternoons.


Ray won the lightweight title with a first round KO live from Vegas, the broadcast sponsored by Michelin (“the company that pioneered the radial”), Michelob (“smooth and mellow”), and the Norelco Rotatract rechargeable. That was 1982. He was only twenty-one, but already a modern allegory, as bankable as he was adored.


•   •   •


Warren Zevon wrote a song:


Hurry home early,


Hurry on home,


Boom Boom Mancini’s fighting Bobby Chacon . . .


True story: Sinatra once sent Jilly Rizzo to Mancini’s training camp to apologize.


“For what?” asked Ray.


“For not being here in person.”


Yes, Sinatra was ringside when Mancini killed a man. If that’s not exactly what happened, that’s how it’s remembered.


•   •   •


Duk Koo Kim hit the Korean exacta at birth: dirt poor and dark skinned. When Duk Koo was two, his father died. But the epic battle with Ray ennobled him. He’d become fierce for his fiancée, her belly already swollen with a son.


If only Kim had taken a step back, he might’ve lived to see that boy.


“Don’t worry, Raymond,” said his father. “It could’ve been you.”


Could’ve been me?


It was like telling Ray to believe in ghosts.


•   •   •


Now Ray sits at table twenty-four, overlooking the strip mall’s concrete veranda. It’s likely he’ll be joined by one of the regulars: the playwright David Mamet, the actor Ed O’Neill, or maybe Ray-Ray, now fifteen, the youngest of Mancini’s three children.


He drives Ray-Ray to all his games—freshman football and AAU basketball—and makes sure the boy finishes his homework. Meanwhile, occasional patrons pull the waiter aside, asking for help in reconciling this dutiful dad with someone they think they remember.


“What was he in?” they ask.


“That’s Ray ‘Boom Boom’ Mancini,” says the waiter. “Lightweight champion of the world.”


“He’s the guy who killed the guy, right? The Korean?”


Soon, they’ll make their way over to table twenty-four.


“I was a huge fan, champ.”


“I remember Arguello.”


“I remember Chacon.”


“I remember your father. Huge fan.”


Still, the most devout and deferential pilgrims belong to a phylum of the story-telling classes.


“The actors,” says the waiter. “The guys who do make-believe, love the guys who do it for real.”


“One loves being around fighters,” says Mamet. “Everything in acting is subjective . . . But you knock a guy out, that’s something different.”


Something better: John Garfield as Charley Davis, Sylvester Stallone as Rocky Balboa, Robert De Niro as Jake LaMotta. There’s no better role. But if actors want to play fighters, then fighters want to play fighters, too. They know Hollywood doesn’t love them as much as the idea of them.


Isn’t that the point, though? To fuck with the stories until that line between player and pugilist becomes hopelessly blurred?


No surprise that Stallone produced Ray’s story as a movie of the week.


Or that Mickey Rourke asked him to work his corner.


By then, of course, Ray was trying to be John Garfield. Mickey had to settle for casting old man Lenny as—what else?—a mumbly cornerman.


That was the eighties. LaMotta would bump into Ray at banquet-style press lunches. “You see Vikki?” he’d ask. “I’m talking to you, Ray. You fucking my wife?”


It only sounded like lines from the script. He meant it.


Then again, maybe Jake didn’t know the difference. It’s better to play a fighter than to be one. An actor doesn’t lose his stories. The concussed mind of a fighter, however, becomes a spooky place. Dementia is a supernatural disease; the stories become ghosts.


•   •   •


“How do you keep a jackass in suspense?” asks Bobby Chacon.


Beat.


“I’ll tell you tomorrow,” he says, slapping his knee.


Chacon loves his jokes, reciting each one as if it had a virgin punch line. But he’s even more delighted to sing:


Hurry home early,


Hurry on home,


Boom Boom Mancini’s fighting Bobby Chacon . . .


His eyes grow large and giddy, like a small child or an old drunk, happily reassured by a familiar melody. But his voice isn’t a voice so much as a long, low moan. It takes a practiced ear to understand Bobby “Schoolboy” Chacon, as he speaks in the language of ghosts.


“Tell Boom Boom it was the girls,” he says. “That’s the only reason he beat me.”


Chacon trained for Mancini in a trailer park near Reno. At least that’s how he recalls it these days: the girls materializing at the foot of each trailer and hiking up their skirts.


Hi, Bobby . . .


“What could I do?” he asks.


What about me, Bobby?


“What was I supposed to do?”


I love you, Bobby.


“Tell Ray it was the girls.”


Beat.


“How do you keep a jackass in suspense?”


•   •   •


Now, at table twenty-four, Ray inquires as to the condition of his erstwhile idol.


“He said the only reason you beat him was the girls.”


“If I knew that, I would’ve sent more.”


“How do you keep a jackass in suspense?”


“What?”


“He forgets. Keeps telling the same joke.”


“Sure,” says Ray Mancini. “Just like my father.”




    
Chapter 1  | Lenny Mancino



Not long after his release from prison, Nick Mancino pulled aside his stocky ten-year-old son, Lenny:


“I have to go,” he said.


“I’ll go with you,” said the boy.


“No,” said Nick. “You have to stay here and take care of your mother.”


Lenny cried all that day and through the night. He cried so much that by the next morning, he knew he’d never cry again.


Nicola Mancino, son of Leonardo Mancino, of the Sicilian fishing village of Bagheria, left his ancestral home in the summer of 1913 and arrived at Ellis Island aboard the SS Palermo1 on September 5. He was eighteen, and slightly built at five foot two. After assuring the immigration officer he could both read and write, Mancino, a surname that translates as “lefty” or “southpaw,” was designated a “labourer” in the ship’s manifest. With twenty-five dollars left, he was headed for the stretch of mill towns that pocked the land from western Pennsylvania to northeast Ohio.


Youngstown, Ohio, the city in which he would settle, was home to U.S. Steel’s Ohio Works, Truscon Steel, and the Youngstown Sheet and Tube on the east side. Trumbull Steel, eventually absorbed by Republic Iron & Steel, was in nearby Warren. Not long after Mancino’s arrival, the Mahoning Valley had become second only to Pittsburgh2 in the production of pig iron, those rectangular ingots liquefied in a furnace to make steel.


The by-products of such mass production included slag heaps and a permanent cloud of smoke and soot hovering about six thousand feet above the city. Pilots landing in Youngstown3 typically did so with dirty faces. There were also regular bouts of industrial violence. For example, shortly after 4 P.M., on January 7, 1916, a single revolver shot from a crowd of well-armed, though not sober, picketers elicited a volley of rifle fire from guards stationed at Sheet and Tube’s Poland Avenue entrance.


“What followed,” according to one account, “was sheer anarchy4 . . . the torch was put to building after building by a frenzied mob that poured gasoline on the fires to intensify the flames. Building fronts were battered in to provide draft to speed the blaze. . . . Not until 2,100 infantrymen and machine gunners were brought in toward morning was anything like order restored.”


•   •   •


On December 12, 19175, at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Catholic Church, Nick took a wife. Annie Cannazzaro was American by birth, but her family also hailed from the village of Bagheria. Her mustachioed, broad-faced father, Beneditto, drove a horse-drawn cart bearing fruits and vegetables. She grew up with brothers named Michael, John, and Paul, and an older sister, Margaret, at 410 Lansing Avenue, on the east side, where children were bathed in a zinc basin in the kitchen. Annie was fifteen.


Though the groom is again described as a laborer in their marriage license application, Nick would soon discern new and more profitable opportunities. The Volstead Act was passed in 1919, the same year his son Lenny was born in the Cannazzaro home on Lansing Avenue. Better known as Prohibition, it would prove a windfall for men with the inclination and balls to violate it.


Youngstown’s immigrant classes, most of them from southern and central Europe, didn’t share the Anglo-Saxon concept of vice. They played the numbers, known locally as the bug. They played a dice game of Turkish origin called barbut. And they drank. In 1910, a city with a population of 79,066 had 324 grocery stores6 and 345 saloons. By 1930, ten thousand gallons7 of illegal beer were being brewed each day in Youngstown.


The typical mill worker did twelve-hour shifts8, six days per week, at twenty cents per hour. Strikes were periodic occurrences, like changing seasons. Hence, it didn’t take much for Nick to figure he’d do better as a bootlegger. Not only would the new family man have money in his pocket, he’d have respect.


Family photographs show a man unlike his Cannazzaro in-laws: no pork-pie hat, no rolled up sleeves, no work boots. Nick Mancino has the unmistakable air, by stance, demeanor, and attire, of a padrone. His suit is three pieces and well tailored. His tie is fastened by a stickpin. His hands are clasped behind his back, his gaze calm but unnaturally direct.


One can imagine what an outsized presence Nick Mancino was to his son. Even as an adult himself, Lenny would often remind his own children. “Grandpa Nick,” he’d say, wagging his finger, “what a great man he was.” On the east side, there was little stigma making a living from liquor or numbers. The only shame was in doing it dishonorably. Nick’s progeny would take great pride in the fact that he never snitched.


There were two kinds of illicit activities in Youngstown: those committed under the aegis of mafia interests in Pittsburgh or Cleveland, each of those cities being approximately 75 miles away. Nick was affiliated with the Cleveland crew, which could count on him for months at a time of reliably discreet incarceration. If only his young bride had been so loyal.


In 1929, upon his last release, he’d learned that Annie, variously described as “a free-spirit,” “kind of a flapper type,” and “one of those women who liked to party,” had become involved with another dapper man. His name was Valentine Pavone, better known as Slick, sometimes known as Slick Marino. Slick wore suits and ties and kept his hair parted and plastered back like one of the Dorsey brothers. For an aspiring patriarch like Nick, Annie’s dalliance was an intolerable blow, the resulting complications and shame outweighing even the tearful supplications of his now-ten-year-old son who begged him to stay.


Lenny never spoke of the circumstances that led to his dad’s departure, at least not to any of his pals at Gumbo’s pool room or the Pearl Street Mission or the bare-ass beach, as it was called, down by Jackson Hollow. All they knew is every once in a while he’d go off to Buffalo to visit, as John Congemi, a friend of Lenny’s, put it, “his real father.”


“My father was basically a bootlegger in Youngstown and came to Buffalo to work in the same capacity, probably numbers, too,” says Vincent Mancino, the first son of Nick’s second marriage. “He used to always say the judges were his biggest customers. Anyway, once the country went back to drinking, he went into construction.”


Neither the separation nor his father’s new family did anything to diminish him in Lenny’s eyes. If anything, the boy became more awestruck by the great man. “Lenny loved my father more than anything else,” recalls his stepbrother.


Meanwhile, custody of Lenny was effectively awarded to a committee of Cannazzaros: mother, grandparents, aunts, and uncles, the most memorable of them then known on the east side as “Firpo.” Paulie Cannazzaro’s namesake was Luis Firpo, the Wild Bull of the Pampas. Famous for knocking Jack Dempsey through the ropes in their 1923 title bout at the Polo Grounds, the real Firpo was six foot two and a half. Uncle Paulie was about the same, another heavyweight, and caught rail at Truscon Steel, literally catching pieces of railroad track as they came off the line. If any man were naturally suited for such a vocation, it would be Firpo, whose nephews would recall his hands the size of baseball mitts9. He could hold a gallon jug of wine upside down, his meaty fingers like clamps around the bottle’s circumference.


As generous as he was gregarious, the bachelor Firpo would treat the Cannazzaro children to haircuts, ice-cream cones, and cherry sodas. In particularly rough times, he would show up in his Buick with a week’s worth of groceries, declaring he had just hit the bug.


Yes, Firpo, known to sleep off a hard night in the pool room on Albert Street, was always amenable to a sporting proposition. Once the Depression arrived, he even volunteered his services as de facto street-corner matchmaker.


“My nephew will fight your boy,” he’d say.


“They got a kick out of it,” says Congemi, who recalls Firpo among the fraternity of older brothers who used to make the kids fight.


My boy against yours. How much?


“The boys weren’t even mad at each other,” says Congemi.


How much?


Sensing reluctance or poor odds, Firpo would hype the wager himself, raking his huge paw across Lenny’s mouth.


Lenny could feel his face redden, as if it were on fire.


“Look,” said Firpo. “The kid don’t even cry.”


•   •   •


In May 1932, Mayor Joseph Heffernan described Youngstown’s plight in the Atlantic Monthly. “The Hungry City,” as the piece was titled, cited the “hundreds of homeless men crowded into the municipal incinerator, where they found warmth even though they had to sleep on heaps of garbage.” It closed with a mention of Charles Wayne, fifty-seven, father of ten and a hot mill worker at Republic Steel, who “stood on the Spring Common bridge this morning . . . took off his coat, folded it carefully, and had jumped into the swirling Mahoning River. . . .”


“We were about to lose our home,”10 sobbed Mrs. Wayne.


By 1933, a third of Youngstown’s workforce11 was unemployed. It is unknown whether Lenny figured in this tally, but at fourteen, his formal education had already come to an end. The family account would have him advancing as far as the fifth grade at Lincoln Park Elementary School. It wasn’t unusual for a child of the Depression to be found hanging around on the streets of Youngstown. The United States Bureau of Education would issue a scathing report12 on the local school system, detailing a plague of inefficiency, mismanagement, poorly trained teachers, and substandard curricula.


Diversions were plenty for truants on the east side of Youngstown. Lenny spent most of his days helping his grandfather on the horse-drawn wagon, selling fruits, vegetables, milk, and probably a little bit of hooch. His idle hours might be spent watching the dice games and high rollers who came to the Albert Street pool room all the way from Newcastle, or to watch a fight (there was always a fight in Youngstown) at the Rayen-Wood Auditorium. He could raid the local farms for apples and pears or could hang out at the Royal Oaks, the diner on Lansing Avenue. Or he might play football for the Pioneers, a team organized by one of the many local missions.


But Lenny, who’d grow to a height charitably listed as five foot two, wasn’t much good at football or baseball. His true talent had been discerned early on by Uncle Firpo. “He was so tough that nobody wanted to fight him,” says Congemi, recalling an afternoon at the pool hall. “My brother Dukie comes in and says three colored guys were giving him a hard time by the Royal Oaks. Lenny says, ‘Let’s go.’ He lays all three of those colored guys out.”


More than seven decades later, Congemi contemplates his own fists, now gnarled with age, in wonder of Lenny’s. “Man, he had clubs.”


Unlike other Depression-era dropouts, he already had his destination clearly marked, a vocation, even a calling. Lenny Mancino began his amateur career as a flyweight, having to eat a bunch of bananas just to make the 108 pound minimum. “My mother would hand make13 my trunks,” he’d say, recalling the diminutive stature that belied his natural ferocity. “I couldn’t get a pair of ready-mades.” By 1936, his physical virtues had become more apparent. Broad, stocky, vigorous, and durable, he earned some local repute as a featherweight in the Ohio Golden Gloves tournament.


Lenny could punch, especially to the body, but his skills were less impressive than his desire. Lenny’s inclination—unnatural even by fighter’s standards—was to literally push through pain and brutality, to always move forward.


Talent is honed by circumstance, of course. Deprivation breeds pugilists. In that respect, it was an advantage to come of age in the Hungry City. What’s more, as every fighter must drink from a reservoir of untold rage, the Oedipal drama didn’t hurt Lenny, either. By the mid-thirties, Slick fancied himself Youngstown’s most dapper boxing trainer, insisting on coat and tie even in a fighter’s corner. In fact, he was a beater who treated Annie as an opponent.


“Lenny’s mother was nice looking,” recalls Congemi. “Slick used to give her a hard time.”


“An ex-pug with a short man’s complex,” says Lenny’s cousin, Benny D’Amato. “One of the meanest men I ever met.”


As Lenny himself would look back and say: “I should’ve killed the sonofabitch when I had the chance.”


•   •   •


The summer of 1937 saw greater Youngstown become a battlefield in an industrial war, known as the Little Steel Strike. About thirty-two thousand workers went out against local producers like Republic and Youngstown Sheet and Tube, both of which had been hiring armed guards14 and stockpiling munitions in anticipation of the riot that finally broke out June 19. That’s when police opened fire at a crowd of picketers outside Republic’s Stop Five gate. Casualties included15 two dead strikers and twenty-three wounded. A month later, Ohio’s governor called in the National Guard.


As Lenny’s pal Red Delquadri16 would recall, the fix was in: “The National Guard was there in the street to keep the workers from going after the scabs. They were working for the company.”


It would be another four years before the Roosevelt Administration could compel Little Steel to recognize the unions. Meanwhile, with no real work to be had, Lenny would find work under the auspices of another presidential initiative, the Civilian Conservation Corps, a public works program for unemployed, unmarried, and unskilled men between eighteen and twenty-six. For a standard wage of thirty dollars a month—twenty-five17 dollars of which was sent back to the enrollee’s family—Lenny lied about his age and signed on in Shreve, Ohio.


The new conscript in Roosevelt’s war on poverty was sixteen and barely one hundred pounds. After a year or so, he was transferred to Ely, Nevada, Indian Springs Camp, Company 2532, an outfit charged with the construction of cattle fences for the Department of the Interior’s Division of Grazing. He worked mostly as a cook.18 Photographs taken at the camp show Lenny holding a shovel at the base of a mountain, or posing in the scrub with the bill of his cap turned up at a jaunty angle. In each, he smiles for the camera: a short, thick-set teenager on the verge of manhood.


“We used to call him bear,” says George DeLost, another member of Company 2532 by way of Youngstown. “He was like a little bear.”


But that grinning, cublike quality could disappear at the slightest sign of a threat, a confrontation, or unwanted authority. “He would fight anybody,” says DeLost. “Like one night, we was at this place called the Copper Club in Ely, and they had one of those hillbilly bands there. They had a big bass drum, one of those you hit with your foot.


“Well, during the intermission some of us guys were monkeying around with it, and some big, tall hillbilly said something to Lenny. Like, ‘get away from those instruments.’ So Lenny puts his foot right through that big drum. Then all hell broke loose. We broke the joint up a little bit.


“I think it only cost us seven or eight dollars to fix the drum, put a new skin on it. But then they made an agreement we weren’t allowed back into the Copper Club.”


It wasn’t an isolated example of Lenny’s talent for raising hell. On July 26, 1938,19 the camp’s superintendent wrote to his commanding officer:


“Numerous complaints have been received from our Foreman in regard to enrollee Leonard Mancino . . . It is also recommended that disciplinary measures be taken in regard to the disgusting language and names which he has used to Foreman Harry Oeters.”


Might’ve been worse for the foreman if Lenny didn’t have a place to channel his aggression. As it happened, there was a makeshift ring in the center of camp: bare planks with posts of pipe or wood in the corners, as DeLost recalls it. At six feet, about 190 pounds, DeLost had almost a foot and sixty pounds on Lenny, who was already fighting in local smokers in nearby mining towns under the name of Tony Manchucho.


Don’t worry, Lenny would assure him, we’ll just be going light.


“But every once in a while you’d sting him a little bit, and he’d lose his head,” recalls DeLost. “Then you’d be going toe-to-toe.”


That didn’t last long. Soon, another enrollee would be trying to go a couple rounds with Lenny. Then another. And another. And so on.


“Soon as you ran out of gas, you took off the gloves and handed them to the next guy,” says DeLost.


Hours would pass. Lenny stayed in the ring until he had finally exhausted his supply of sparring partners.


“Sometimes,” says DeLost, “he’d go thirty rounds.”


Without ever taking a step back.


•   •   •


Lenny would credit his twenty-seven months in the CCC for having endowed him with invaluable vocational experience. Later, he’d seem glorified, even sanctified, in telling the stories of those smokers to his own family. His progeny would envision him proudly, their patriarch as a ferociously stubby teenager whacking out those big cowboys in Nevada.


Lenny was probably home on furlough when he made his pro debut, September 21, 1937, in a four-rounder at Youngstown’s Rayen-Wood Auditorium. The card was headlined by sensational featherweight contender Henry Armstrong, who knocked out Bobby Dean of Washington, DC, just sixty-two seconds after the opening bell. Frank B. Ward, ringside for the Youngstown Vindicator, noted that Armstrong’s twenty-first consecutive knockout victory left Dean “writhing on the canvas,20 and as completely out as though he had been hit with a sledgehammer.”


Armstrong’s finale concluded a show that began four bouts earlier with Lenny, who’d been suddenly rechristened Mancini.


“Got a better ring to it,” said the promoter, Al Zill, born Angelo Zielli, indicating that the subject was not up for discussion.


If Lenny’s new name anticipated some success, then so did his opponent, Emil Tanner, another 128 pound local lad, already 1–5. “Mancini’s execution is a little ragged, but he is busy and a hard worker and carried the fighting from start to finish,” wrote Ward. “Tanner appeared a little perplexed by the bruising tactics of his opponent, and during the four rounds landed but two solid punches.”


Ward finished his ringside dispatch with a reminder that Youngstown—just a couple months removed from the Little Steel conflagration—remained immersed in the Depression. “The show was an artistic success, but a financial flop,” he wrote.


Despite a healthy crowd estimated at two thousand five hundred,21 one of the best indoor turnouts of a year or more, the gate amounted to only one thousand six hundred dollars.


In other words, economic circumstances didn’t bode well for a kid like Lenny Mancini. Hell, if the great Henry Armstrong had to make ends meet running a shoe-shine stand, then what was Lenny to do? Head back to the CCC, of course.


More than a year would pass before Lenny had another sanctioned bout, and he’d have to face a 141 pounder22 just to get it. That was Halloween night, 1938, at Rayen-Wood, when he outpointed Pat Murphy, a former Marine, in six rounds. But with fewer than 650 fans in attendance, the Vindicator noted that “Promoter Zill took23 a worse beating—financially, of course—than any fighter on last night’s card.”


With paydays so scarce, Lenny was better off as a cook in Ely. “I stay here, I’ll starve,” he’d begun to say. It would be almost four months before his next fight.


Again, he proved the star of a Rayen-Wood undercard, displaying an entertaining style one newspaperman called “short on stature, but long on stamina.” He was also relentless to the body of his opponent, described as “a colored boy” from nearby Warren. From the Vindicator: “The Lenny Mancini–J.D. Williams24 six-rounder at 135 pounds was the best. The ex-amateurs tossed caution to the winds as they slugged it out with Mancini scoring a well deserved victory.”


More fortuitous, at least for Lenny, was that evening’s main event, a rematch between Newark’s Johnny Duca and Billy Soose, who left his opponent “blinded by blood streaming from cuts above his eyes.” A fine middleweight from nearby Farrell, Pennsylvania, Soose was trained by the great Ray Arcel, who had already worked with champions like Frankie Genaro, Sixto Escobar, and Jackie “Kid” Berg. It was Arcel who heard Lenny’s appeal.


Their conversation, as replicated in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, went like this: “I was pretty fair25 in the amachoors here,” Lenny explained, “and I did all right in fights out in a CCC camp in Nevada, and I’d like to get a chance to go to New York and fight for the dough. Could you help a young fella, Mr. Arcel?”


“If you can get to New York,” said Arcel, “I’ll get you the right kind of manager. And if you’ve got the stuff, you’ll get somewhere.”


•   •   •


Twenty-two days later, Lenny made his New York debut. The venue was the Broadway Arena, 944 Halsey Street, Bushwick, Brooklyn. The opponent was Charley Varre, a promising lightweight with a record of 7–1. Again, Lenny won on points, though not before Varre broke his jaw.


“I’ll be back26 in six months,” he told his manager.


“Sure,” said the manager. “Sure, you’ll be back.”


If the manager, one Frankie Jacobs, seemed less than sanguine about the prospects of Lenny’s return, he wasn’t alone. “The fight mob,” that fraternal order of pugilistic cognoscenti, had seen this before: Kid arrives, Kid gets busted up, Kid goes home. There was nothing special about Youngstown Lenny. As one old hand27 remarked: “Nobody expected to see him again.”





Chapter 2 | The Business



His jaw wired shut, Lenny convalesced at 410 Lansing Avenue. It was always easier for him at his grandparents’ place. Besides, by now Slick and Annie had a baby girl of their own, so he spent the spring of 193928 taking his meals through a straw, sipping at his aunt’s split pea soup, and plotting a return most oddsmakers would’ve deemed a prohibitive long shot.


Lenny was wearing overalls and a torn sweater the day he walked back into Stillman’s Gym. “Just had to29 be a fighter, I guess,” recalled one of the old-timers.


Stillman’s was founded in Harlem as part of the Marshall Stillman Movement, an organization dedicated to ending the scourge of juvenile delinquency. The man in charge of its day-to-day operation, Lou Ingber, was an ill-tempered, pistol-packing former cop. He took the name Stillman because it was easier than answering questions from strangers and tourists.


At the time of Lenny’s return later that summer, the gym was located next to Wing’s Chinese laundry at 919 Eighth Avenue, between 54th and 55th streets, just a few blocks from Madison Square Garden. The sign outside read:


WORLD’S LEADING BOXERS.


TRAIN HERE DAILY


FROM 12 to 4pm ADMISSION 25¢


The gym was open every day, including Yom Kippur and Christmas. But Jesus Christ himself,30 it was said, could not get in without paying.


A narrow wooden staircase led up from the street and emptied into a large, loftlike space, the air foul and heavy with sweat, smoke, and liniment. Windows were kept shut on the orders of Stillman himself. The floors went unwashed for years at a time. And as the proprietor was loath to repaint, plaster chips would rain down at regular intervals on the fighters and their seconds.


“The golden age31 of prizefighting,” Stillman once said, “was the age of bad food, bad air, bad sanitation, and no sunlight. I keep the place like this for the fighters’ own good. If I clean it up they’ll catch a cold from the cleanliness.”


Even as the proprietor gloried in its squalor, Stillman’s was also the unquestioned epicenter of New York’s booming fight scene. “The capital of the world,”32 said the Brooklyn Eagle’s Harold Conrad. Sparring sessions were conducted in two identical, adjacent rings, with uncovered ropes and posts of bare metal. On one side, fighters and trainers—with the wise Arcel already considered mandarin among men—would gather and await their turns. “The joint was so thick33 with fighters they used to knock each other down shadow boxing,” Stillman would recall.


On the other side, a dozen or so rows of wooden folding chairs were positioned for the fedora-wearing spectator classes, among them managers, touts, newspapermen, gangsters who owned fighters in percentages deemed “pieces,” and gamblers who understood it was easier to compromise the dignity of men than that of thoroughbreds. There were five busy pay phones34 near the entrance, and a snack bar offering hot dogs, soft drinks, and raw eggs for those in training. “Managers and matchmakers congregated at the rear of the gym,” writes Ronald K. Fried in his book, Corner Men, “in an area which Stillman dubbed ‘the Stock Exchange of Boxing.’”


Like crime and politics, boxing was a business of territories, all of them breeding prospective main eventers for Friday night fights at Madison Square Garden. In Manhattan, there was St. Nicholas Arena, at the corner of 66th and Columbus, which featured a regular Monday night card. The Bronx Coliseum was busy on Thursdays. In Queens, there were Sunnyside Gardens and Ridgewood Grove (one block from the Brooklyn border). Brooklyn had the Fort Hamilton Arena and the Broadway Arena, where men like Frankie Jacobs and veteran promoter Max Joss, both regulars at Stillman’s stock exchange, wasted little time getting Lenny on their regular Tuesday night shows.


What Jacobs and Arcel—who’d collaborated profitably in handling Kid Berg, after his emigration from Jewish East London—had in mind for Lenny was certainly more nourishing than Aunt Margaret’s pea soup. On a steady diet of beatable opponents, he racked up eight wins, seven by knockout, in little more than two months, from September 7 to November 14, 1939. The combined records35 of Paul Trinkle, Patsy Pesca, Solly Pearl, Johnny Cockfield, George Zeitz, Bobby Sylvester, Young Chappie, and Jimmy Lancaster were 98–146–42. Typically, after each fight, Lenny would head to the Western Union office.


September 16: HELLO MOM WON FIGHT BY KNOCKOUT IN THIRD ROUND TONIGHT


October 11: HELLO MA I FOUGHT AGAIN TONIGHT AND WON BY A KNOCKOUT IN THE FOURTH ROUND DON’T FORGET TO ANSWER MY LETTERS NEW ADDRESS 27 WEST 89 STREET


November 15: DEAR MOTHER36 WON BY KNOCKOUT IN SEVENTH ROUND I AM FEELING FINE YOUR LOVING SON


By now, still only twenty, the grade-school dropout had acquired some cachet. One New York paper declared him “one of the hits37 of the Fall season.” He also had a new nickname, which he saw for the first time while ambling up Halsey Street and looking up at the Broadway Arena’s marquee.


“Boom Boom” Mancini was Joss’s idea. Soon, Lenny would be posing for men with Speed Graphic cameras: bare-knuckled and bowlegged in his new black trunks, each thigh embroidered with the word Boom. He’d straddle a Howitzer cannon for the publicity shots Joss and Jacobs would hand to the writers. Boom Boom. The name took. It was alliterative, catchy, and congruent with the style of a fighter the newspapers were now calling “the broad-shouldered little Italian.”


Arcel—whose “severe and decisive”38 manner reminded A. J. Liebling of “a teacher in a Hebrew school”—never tried to remake Mancini in the style of a previous champion, his or anyone else’s. “The trainers of that day39 knew every boxer was different,” Arcel would recall. “No two were alike. What was food for one was poison for another.”


You didn’t tamper with a fighter’s nature, especially a fighter like Boom Boom. Lenny never won on style points. His victories, like those approving bellows now coming his way from the cheap seats, were rooted in desire, his savage endurance, and his obstinate instinct to keep coming forward. He’d even earn acclaim on the occasion of his first pro loss, by decision to Johnny Rinaldi, December 5, 1939.


Lenny took the fight on short notice, after an uncommonly long three-week break, and a drunk that lasted almost as long. No problem, he figured. He’d sparred with Rinaldi in Stillman’s. “I bounced him around like a rubber ball,” Lenny would recall.


But after three profligate weeks, Rinaldi dropped him three times on left hooks in the opening round. Twice the referee counted to eight. After the third, he was saved by the bell. He went down for another eight count in the second. “But Boom Boom came back40 for more,” noted the Brooklyn Eagle’s Conrad. “He launched a brilliant rally and became stronger as the fight progressed.”


A more breathless ringside correspondent wrote: “All fall Broadway Arena41 fans had been saying: ‘Lenny Mancini is a good young fighter because he never loses.’ Last night they said: ‘The kid is a great little fighter’—and it was after a defeat!”


Though he resided in a rooming house on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, the newspapers identified Boom Boom as a resident of Brownsville, a Brooklyn neighborhood known as a spawning ground for Jewish and Italian fighters and gangsters, most famously, the criminal consortium known as Murder Inc. Boom Boom quickly became a big local draw; few fighters were more adored at the Broadway Arena. And why not? What with the way Lenny fought, any of Brooklyn’s tribes would be honored to claim him as a native son.


Photographs from 1939 and 1940 show a young man delighted with himself. His features are prominent, but still smooth and supple, his eyes mischievous and clear. The picture on his boxing license42 from the New York State Athletic Commission shows him with an almost impish smile, his shirt collar fashionably splayed over his jacket lapel. No more government issue brogans for Lenny Mancino. It was wing tips, pleated pants, and suspenders. He would strut about, in a playboy V-neck, or in his new suit from Berger’s, a three-piece job, with Lenny proudly flashing its label and silk lining. He’s arm in arm with Frankie J., in his manager’s wood-paneled office, 1650 Broadway. And there he is as a broad-nosed Gatsby: hair slicked and parted, silk tie, with a striped dress shirt under his cardigan, and Max Joss’s proud arm draped over his right shoulder. One imagines the twenty-year-old as an aspiring padrone himself, sending the photos to 136 North Fruit Street, Youngstown, Ohio: “Look, Ma!”


Technically, Lenny was still an understudy in Jacobs’s stable, second to Bernie “Schoolboy” Friedkin, who really was from Brownsville. However, Friedkin’s loss to Pat Foley, an Irishman from Boston, resulted in an impassioned request. Foley was already being mentioned as an opponent for the great Lou Ambers, a fighter who’d beaten two of Lenny’s idols, Armstrong and Tony Canzoneri. Lenny wasn’t even a full-fledged main eventer. Who was he to be asking for Foley?


“Joss gave the offer43 careful consideration,” according to one account.


A week after outpointing the Schoolboy, Foley went off as44 a considerable favorite, 17–5, against Boom Boom in a feature bout at the Broadway. Mancini took six of the eight rounds and knocked down Foley45 with a right hand in the second. Though the arena’s seating capacity was about four thousand five hundred, attendance was estimated between five thousand and five thousand five hundred.


At seven thirty-five the next morning, Lenny sent a telegram: DEAR MOM LETTING YOU KNOW THAT I JUST WON AN 8 ROUND DECISION AND FEELING THE SAME AS WHEN I ENTERED THE RING. YOUR LOVING SON.


Before long, Frankie Jacobs was telling the Journal-American’s boxing writer, Hype Igoe, that he’d make more money with Boom Boom than he had with Jackie “Kid” Berg. “The nearest thing to Henry Armstrong46 in action around local rings,” proclaimed another sportswriter. “A crowd pleaser,”47 wrote yet another. “Whatever Mancini lacks in ring experience he makes up in viciousness and tireless energy.”


He would have eleven more fights over the next year, ten of them at the Broadway. He lost once on account of low blows, and split a pair with the very capable Irving Eldridge, described as “the Bronx Hebrew.” He earned a draw against Jimmy Vaughn, though ringsiders thought the decision undeservedly bad after Mancini staggered Vaughn48 with uppercuts in the third, sixth, and seventh rounds. Shortly after the New Year, he got another shot at Charley Varre, the man who ruined his New York debut with a broken jaw. This time, Mancini put Varre down for a nine count in the opening round. What followed, according to the New York Times, was “a clean-cut eight-round victory.”49 It was getting to be a routine: another win, another sellout at the Broadway. The fight mob was talking about a title shot for Boom Boom.


•   •   •


Encased in a tasseled, rectangular shade, the hot lights above the ring endowed the combatants’ silhouettes with a phosphorescent trace that seemed almost appropriate for a fighter like Boom Boom. After all, fans at the Broadway Arena had all but sainted him. “They loved him over there,” remembered the Daily News’s late Bill Gallo, a teenage fight buff when he first saw Mancini at Stillman’s. “He gave the fans what they wanted: Kept throwing punches, never quit. He took some shellacking even when he won.”


Yes, what fans felt for Boom Boom was a kind of love. They knew, quite simply, that he would bleed for them. His instincts were ferociously chivalrous, though never more apparent than in his two bouts with Billy Marquart.


Marquart was a Canadian, nicknamed the Winnipeg Walloper, fighting out of Chicago. He was more experienced than Mancini—41–13, as opposed to Lenny’s record of 23–4–2—with a couple of wins over top contenders like Sammy Angott, the lightweight champ recognized by the National Boxing Association. But their records didn’t matter as much as their technique, or in this case, lack thereof. As the Cleveland Plain Dealer noted: “Neither of the two50 lightweights knows how to back up.”


Their first encounter, according to the New York Times, was “a fierce eight-round battle51 before a sell-out crowd of five thousand three hundred fans at the Broadway Arena.” Lenny found Marquart’s chin with a left hook in the second round. The Canadian didn’t rise until the ref counted nine. In the fourth, Marquart threw two concussive rights, dropping Mancini to his knees. In the seventh, Mancini opened “a deep laceration”52 over Marquart’s left eye. The intervening rounds, as another writer noted, were “crammed with furious53 punching rallies.”


Afterward, in the dressing room, Marquart was informed that he had lost a split decision. “I don’t remember a thing after that Mancini nailed me in the second,” he said. “Did you ever see a dream fighting?”


The bout instantly gained notice as one of the fights of the year. But Marquart and Mancini would fight again, just three weeks later, a ten rounder in Cleveland. The 4,616 in attendance at Public Hall included a sizable contingent from Youngstown.


At ringside, the Plain Dealer’s James E. Doyle saw it as a fight between “squatty” Lenny, who “fought out of a freakish crouch,” and the “lantern-jawed Canadian.” From Doyle on deadline: “Marquart wasn’t long in whaling the Youngstown sawed-off to the canvas. ’Twas early in the second round that he shot over a chin-cracking left hook, and Lenny sat down to think it over.


“Calmly enough, the little guy sat to the surprise of those who thought the punch should have belted at least a small portion of his brains out, but when he tried out his legs again, he was all fury and blaze. A haymaking right reached Marquart’s jaw now, and some expected to see Billy topple, but instead the phlegmatic Canadian came over with a double fisted offensive that turned Lenny completely around and made him decide to think once or twice before charging once more.”


As the tenth round began, Marquart caught Lenny with a right uppercut that looked for a brief moment like the knockout punch. “But the mad Mancini,”54 continued Doyle, “was right back slinging everything in his bat bag, and he it was who was doing all the punching at the last bell, with Billy shaking off a mild attack of the blind staggers.”


This fight had been more savage than their first. But again, Mancini won by split decision. Some moments later, he would be photographed in the dressing room, still wearing his dark satin robe, a terry cloth towel draped over his head like a prayer shawl. At twenty-one, his face is undergoing the inevitable, inexorable transfiguration: from puckish to pugilistic. Its supple features have begun to flatten and purple. His lips are bruised and split. A cut sack of swollen tissue hangs over his left eye. But it’s the right eye that catches one’s attention: completely closed, clenched like the seam of a mussel shell.


“Yeah,” Boom Boom would say, “but you shoulda seen the other guy.”


•   •   •


The Brooklyn Eagle put the first Marquart fight in context, saying that Lenny had now “moved a step closer55 to a match with lightweight boss Lew Jenkins.” This was welcome news, as Elmer Verlin Jenkins, from what he called a “poor, ridiculous family”56 of itinerant cotton pickers, was not only a champion, but at the time, a very beatable one. “Famous up and down Broadway,”57 wrote Red Smith, “and in bars and jails all over the country.” The key, at least for Boom Boom’s handlers, was getting to Jenkins before he drank and caroused his way out of the lightweight crown. But as Jenkins’s fight with Bob Montgomery, often referred to as “the Philadelphia Negro,” had been postponed to May, Boom Boom was left to fight Angott, lightweight champion of the N.B.A., a private sanctioning body formed to rival the New York State Athletic Commission.


Angott, known as the Clutch for his grabbing tendencies, was not an ideal opponent. “I hope the champeen58 will try to punch it out with me,” said Mancini, “and lay off the Fancy-Dannin’ . . . I’ve been after this shot for a long time. I had to be lucky to get it. . . .”


Judging from ringside accounts of the following evening, luck had little to do with Lenny’s performance. Rather, it seemed his good fortune was earned. “In the sixth,”59 according to the Associated Press, “the champion slipped to the floor for no count after a furious exchange.” The ninth saw Angott “jarred with three stinging overhand rights to the head.”


As it ended, Mancini would recall, Angott was “hanging on the ropes.” Still, the ten-rounder went into the books as a split decision. The two judges voted for Angott—a boxer with the sense and skill to take an occasional backward step—and the man in the ring, referee Joe Sedley, for Mancini.


“The verdict60 was roundly booed,” reported the New York Enquirer, a Hearst Sunday paper.


The Ring,61 the Bible of Boxing, noted that Lenny “gave Angott such a going-over that practically every fight fan there, including the referee, thought that Mancini deserved the verdict.”


“They gave me the business,” is how Boom Boom himself would explain it. The business, that invisible hand of hard luck afflicting all fighters. For most of them, the business was more deleterious to their manhood than the blows they took in the ring. Lenny offered to forfeit his purse if he failed to knock out Angott in a rematch. Same for Jenkins. All he needed was a championship fight.


“I’ll kayo62 Angott if I meet him over fifteen rounds,” he said.


•   •   •


By August, Lenny was ranked63 sixth in the crowded and abundantly talented lightweight division. On September 29, he beat Terry Young in a semifinal at the Polo Grounds. Though most of the forty-six thousand fans were there to see heavyweight champ Joe Louis in the following bout, it was an especially satisfying win for Lenny, who’d fought Young at Dexter Park earlier that summer.


Young had vowed64 to expose what he called Lenny’s “weak chin” in the leadup to their first fight. Such a disparaging untruth, noted the Coney Island Daily Press, was rooted in the fact that “Mancini and Young both are ardent admirers of the same young lady.” One correspondent had it on good authority that she would leave Dexter Park with the winner. However, as that encounter ended in a draw, her presumed affections would not be gained until the rematch, which Lenny won handily.


“Mancini lived up to65 his explosive nickname,” noted the New York Times, “hammering steadily at Young from the start.”


Young—real name Angelo De Sanza—kept fighting top contenders as long as it didn’t interfere with his day job. In 1943, he was sentenced to two and a half years at Sing Sing66 for a series of stickups on the Lower East Side. In 1967, someone gave him the business, shooting him to death in a nightclub.


Meanwhile, Lenny’s win over the aspiring hoodlum earned him another semifinal date, with a kid named Joey Peralta. It was his first win at Madison Square Garden, which was packed with 20,551 fans to see Sugar Ray Robinson go against Fritzie Zivic. Next stop, the Montreal Forum, where Lenny met a Canadian contender in his hometown. As per Dink Carroll’s account in the Montreal Gazette, Mancini “came ambling out of his corner like a bear cub . . .67 parked his chin on Dave Castilloux’s chest” and “never stopped swinging punches.”


Then there was the matter of Lenny’s crouch, which utterly befuddled Castilloux. “Like trying to spear a marble bead with a pickle fork,” wrote Carroll.


Yet again, the ten-round decision merited a title shot. But before Lenny could get it, Angott and Jenkins would square off at the Garden. “Looney Lew,” as the tabloids had taken to calling him, was still recuperating from a drunken motorcycle wreck that left him with three fractured vertebrae in68 his neck. Most fans didn’t know that; they just knew Lew had embarrassed himself again, dropping fourteen of fifteen rounds to Angott at the Garden. Even his wife was embarrassed.


“If he can’t fight69 better than that the Army won’t take him,” she said.


If only Boom Boom had been that lucky. On December 18, eleven days after the Japanese Imperial Navy bombed Pearl Harbor. The Ring’s reigning number-two70 contender—already registered in Youngstown71 in accordance with the Selective Service and Training Act of 1940—announced that he would be inducted into the army. A month later, he reported to Fort Hayes, Ohio, where he was photographed for the Journal-American72 with uniformed personnel admiring his biceps.


By April, The Ring finally declared him the lightweight division’s number-one contender,73 a cruel joke for a man whose government now recognized him as merely another private, serial number 35 272 387.74 Military life did not agree with Boom Boom. He learned how to use a grenade launcher and acquired skill as a marksman,75 but couldn’t train as a fighter. Army food didn’t help, either.


His eventual transfer to Brooklyn’s Fort Hamilton, where he instructed fellow GIs on the finer points of calisthenics, was a welcome one. At least Max Joss and Frankie Jacobs could get him a little work on the side. Private Mancino’s knockouts included Pete Galiano, 33–71–13, at the Fort Hamilton Arena, and Tiger Nelson (record: 5–4–2) at the Broadway, where fifty wounded veterans attended76 as guests of the management.


Then there was Leroy Saunders, 2–11–1. Another bum. Lenny wouldn’t use that word, not about another fighter. But the pugilistic establishment didn’t observe such rhetorical niceties. At twenty-four, Lenny’s prime was being squandered. He was getting fat and fighting bums.


Meanwhile, he would pick up the paper and read about Sammy Angott, who was still fighting main events at the Garden. No one drafted Terry Young, either. Or Henry Armstrong, the fighter to whom he was often compared (the “White Armstrong,”77 noted The Ring).


The leave he took to Youngstown didn’t brighten his spirits. Lenny was in uniform when he knocked on the door at 56 Oak Park, where his mother lived with Slick.


“Ma?”


She was in the kitchen.


“Ma.”


He saw her face as she turned around. Marked up, as Lenny would describe it.


It had happened before, enough for Slick to worry about catching a beating himself. This time, however, Slick was waiting as soldier boy came through the door. He caught Lenny from behind with a chair leg, like a billy club to the back of the head. Lenny would recall buckling, but not falling. Slick wound up again, but as he did, Lenny spun and hit him. Once. Then again.


Stay here . . .


And again.


 . . . take care of your mother . . .


And again.


This time, Lenny put Slick in the hospital. Should’ve killed him, Lenny would say. Private Mancino couldn’t wait to ship out.


•   •   •


It was October 1944 when George DeLost, of General Patton’s Third Army by way of Youngstown and the C.C.C., ran into Lenny in the Gremecey Forest, not far from the German border. He’d seen Boom’s name on a list of much-needed reinforcements, and a couple days later, there he was, “a little bear in a big coat.”


“What the hell are you doing here, Lenny?”


Lenny shrugged, not much else. They were under mortar fire. They were always under mortar fire.


Records show that Boom Boom arrived in France on the 17th of September, a rifleman with Company K of the 320th Infantry, a division whose crest, aptly enough, bore the motto “Forward.” He soon found himself in the battle for the well-fortified medieval city of Metz, engaged in an endless volley, the ebb and flow of sniper fire, and exploding shells. He learned to crawl on his belly, grenades in tow, inching toward camouflaged machine gun nests. He once spent hours hugging the ground of an open meadow, the German gunners using him for target practice as he waited for Patton’s armored cavalry. Clipped by a German bullet or run over by an American tank? For most of that time, it felt like even money.78


“You’d be surprised what you see when things get close to your head,” says DeLost, a winner of the Silver Star who left the front with a case of frostbite. “Just about everything you’ve ever done in your life, your family, your home, your girlfriend.”
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