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FOREWORD

“WIN OR LOSE FIGHTING”

Tim Conn

In January 1935 an up-and-coming Joe Louis arrived in Pittsburgh to fight fellow heavyweight Hans Birkie at Duquesne Gardens. Louis, soon to earn a reputation as one of the best boxers in the country and the nickname “The Brown Bomber,” would knock out Birkie in 10 rounds and in just two years would be the new heavyweight champion of the world.

In Louis’s corner that night was an obscure, 147-pound local boxer in charge of the rosin box. He had but five pro bouts under his belt and at night’s end received from Louis $20—a healthy sum at that time for working in the corner. Who could imagine that the young fighter working in Louis’s corner that wintry night in Pittsburgh would, in less than six years, encounter Louis again? This time he would be trying to take the Bomber’s title in a battle that is still remembered as one of the greatest fights in ring history.

That young fighter was my father, and his name is Billy Conn. His climb to the top of the fistic ladder was not an easy one. It began when his father, a steam fitter for Westinghouse, would take him to a local boxing gym to get a few lessons to learn how to defend himself. The gym was run by Johnny Ray, a former top-ranked lightweight who fought the best of his era. He would school my dad in the fundamentals of the sport. At the age of 16, without any amateur experience, Dad would be on the road fighting more experienced fighters. There were few soft touches. Dad would lose 6 of his first 13 bouts, but he was learning. Under Johnny Ray’s guidance, my father would compete in 4 different weight divisions, registering victories over 11 present or former champions. At 21 years of age, he was the light heavyweight champion and at 23, he was well prepared to contend for Louis’s heavyweight crown at the Polo Grounds in New York on June 18, 1941.

It is universally accepted that my dad was ahead on points late in the match. From the 8th round on he had taken the fight to Louis. Dad felt he had hurt Louis in the 12th round. Johnny Ray encouraged my father to lay back, box, and not go for the knockout that was my dad’s stated intention. But Dad’s instincts were that he was a fighter, and he was going to win or lose fighting. I can’t fault him for that decision and, even when asked later in life about his strategy, my father always responded that he would do it the same way again if given the chance.

After the fight ended, Dad walked from the Polo Grounds back to the Waldorf Hotel where my mother, Mary Louise, was staying with her aunt. They weren’t married yet but were planning to elope. Dad walked through Harlem on his way to the Waldorf and African Americans cheered him along the way. When he got to Mom’s room and knocked, he had tears in his eyes and was pretty badly cut up and bruised. He said, “I did the best I could do” and fell into her arms.

My dad took the defeat hard but felt confident that if the return match with Louis was held in 1942, as originally planned, the result would have been different. Unfortunately, World War II intervened. Both Joe and my father were called to duty and the rematch was postponed for four years.

Dad was a true Pittsburgher. He loved the scrappy industrial city with its ethnic neighborhoods and strong work ethic. He often said that while he was frequently ready to leave Pittsburgh, he couldn’t wait to get back home. His circle of friends wasn’t limited to just the Irish Americans with whom he had grown up. Over the course of his fighting career and afterward, he befriended many prominent Pittsburghers, including members of the Thomas M. Jones family of Jones & Laughlin Steel, one of the largest steel manufacturers in the country at the time. Katie Jones and her three sons were very close to our family. Dad was the sponsor for Mike Jones at his confirmation in the church. I remember “Aunt Katie” coming over to our house to help my mother rearrange the furniture! Dad also befriended Richard King Mellon, the head of Mellon Bank, and Herb May, the head of Union Switch and Signal. Herb was a close family friend who married Marjorie Merriweather Post in 1958. He often stopped by our house in Squirrel Hill to visit with Mom and Dad. Dad told me that R. K. Mellon and Herb May bet $100,000 each on him winning the fight in 1941. Their friendship never waned.

I am glad that the story of this famous fight is finally being told in the format of a full-length book. It deserves no less. While my father achieved fame and notoriety from boxing, he never wanted my brothers or myself to follow in his footsteps. He wanted us to get a good education. Boxing was the path he chose, and he wanted us to find our own way in the world.





PROLOGUE

A MATCH OF WILL AND SKILL

Billy Conn, the Hollywood-handsome Irishman, grinned broadly at a reporter’s question regarding his physical fitness.

“I feel good,” Conn told a national radio audience. “Really swell.”

The cocky kid from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was in the basement of the New York State Athletic Commission office awaiting the arrival of heavyweight champion Joe Louis for their noon weigh-in on the morning of June 18, 1941. The former light heavyweight champion of the world, Conn had surrendered his title to campaign among the heavyweights and challenge Louis for his coveted crown.

“He was a wonderful 175-pound champion,” says boxing historian William Detloff, “who made three defenses against good competition before realizing his quickness and skill could make an awful lot of heavyweights look silly and at the same time, line his pockets green.”

Fleet of feet, hands, and mind, Conn outfought and outthought seven straight heavyweights—“They’re easier to hit than smaller guys,” he said with a winning smile—and at 10:00 p.m. that night would look to handle the fearsome Louis in their 15-round title fight in New York’s famed Polo Grounds ballpark.

As noon approached, Louis was running late. Conn, meanwhile, was running out of patience. Turning to General John J. Phelan, chairman of the New York Boxing Commission, Conn asked, “Where’s that Louis?” Billy, his manager Johnny Ray, trainer Freddie Fierro, and the remainder of Conn’s team had arrived at the Athletic Commission office at 11:45 a.m., 15 minutes before the scheduled time.

“I was told to be here at noon,” Conn told Phelan. “I was 15 minutes early.”

Phelan suggested they wait for Louis; there were more than 200 writers and photographers on hand for the traditional prefight posing for pictures and interviews. Surely the Detroit “Brown Bomber” would arrive soon.

Conn smirked. The brash “Pittsburgh Kid” would recall thinking, “Louis, he’s just another guy.” Billy had his Irish up, but it wasn’t reflected when Dr. William Walker took the Kid’s vitals; Conn’s pulse was 64, his blood pressure 128/70.

“Billy’s pulse was perfectly normal, he wasn’t the least bit nervous,” Fierro recalled in a 1956 article in Boxing and Wrestling magazine. “This was a big switch because all of Joe’s previous opponents were scared to death and usually died at the weigh-in.”

Previous opponents of Louis quivered in fear at the prospect of facing a man considered by many the hardest hitter in heavyweight history. Reports of the Brown Bomber’s punching power from men who faced him led to Louis being feared and revered.

Jimmy Braddock, the celebrated “Cinderella Man” who surrendered his title to Louis in 1937 after being knocked cold in the eighth round, told reporters, “Nobody hits like Louis. When he hit me with that left-right combination I could’ve stayed down on the canvas for three weeks.” It took Braddock’s handlers a full two minutes to revive their fallen champion.

In 1935 Louis left Kingfish Levinsky on the canvas pleading with the referee, “Don’t let him hit me again!” A Louis punch pushed Paulino Uzcudun’s gold teeth through his mouthpiece. In ’38 the champion’s power paralyzed Max Schmeling, the German, screaming in pain. In ’39 the Brown Bomber butchered “Two Ton” Tony Galento, leaving the beer barrel–shaped brawler soaked in blood and looking, as one ringside reporter put it, “like a stuck pig.” Galento’s wife wept when she saw what Louis’s slashing blows had done to her husband.

Scary stories didn’t frighten Conn. The Kid laughed off horror tales. Some observers likened it to whistling past a graveyard at the witching hour and wondered what the Bomber’s blows would do to Sweet William’s matinee-idol features. But fast-talking Billy wasn’t awed by Joe’s violent power. This son of the Steel City was silver-tongued and self-assured.

“I’m in great shape,” the Kid told reporters. “I’ll give him more fight than he ever got before.

“And,” Conn added defiantly, “I’ll beat him.”

Reporters took note of the Kid’s curly dark hair, deep-set blue eyes, and creamy white skin, and they feared for him. What many didn’t realize was that Conn was fighting for more than money, more than fame. His beloved mother, Margaret—Maggie, he called her—was suffering from terminal uterine cancer. Billy had hurried from his Pompton Lakes, New Jersey, training camp more than once to attend Maggie’s bedside in Pittsburgh. At the end of his last visit, the Kid leaned forward and kissed his mother on the forehead.

“Maggie, I gotta go now, but the next time you see me I’ll be the heavyweight champion of the world.”

When Conn said that he had a lot to fight for, he was thinking of his mother.

At the weigh-in, Billy stripped down to his dark purple trunks—purple being the color of kings and Conn being intent on adding Louis’s crown to his laurels—and stepped on the scales. Promoter Mike Jacobs was shocked. Conn’s weight of 169 was 11 pounds lighter than what he scaled just three weeks earlier in his eighth-round technical knockout of heavyweight Buddy Knox. Knowing the odds were stacked in Louis’s favor at 17–5 and 8–5 by knockout, and fearing fans would consider Conn too slight to stand up to the Bomber’s rib-bending blows, the promoter promptly announced the challenger’s “official” weight as 174.

Tim Conn, Billy’s oldest son, recalls his father telling him that “Uncle Mike,” as Jacobs was affectionately called by boxers he promoted, believed Billy’s actual weight would have negatively impacted attendance at the Polo Grounds that night.

“Dad always told me he weighed 169 for the first Louis fight,” Tim remembers. “Mike Jacobs said Dad weighed 174, otherwise not as many people would come to see the fight and that would hurt the gate.”

His exam complete, Conn dressed. Louis was still nowhere to be seen. Anger clouded Conn’s countenance. “I’m not going to wait for him,” Billy brazenly declared. Johnny Ray—in Conn’s native Pittsburgh tongue, Johnny was pronounced “Jawnny”—agreed with his young warrior.

“Louis ain’t gonna make no chump out of us,” Ray stated. “We were here at 12 o’clock. We weighed, and we’re leaving!”

At that moment, an air of excitement filled the building. Word spread like sunrise that Louis had arrived, his entourage of co-managers Julian Black and John Roxborough, trainer Jack “Chappie” Blackburn, and assistant trainer Mannie Seamon striding in step with him. Louis and Conn passed each other in the office; yet even though champion and challenger were so close to one another they nearly brushed shoulders, no words were spoken.

While his handlers explained that the champion had been delayed by New York traffic, Louis shed clothing down to his black boxing trunks. Wearing little more than his familiar deadpan expression, the most feared fighter on the planet stepped forward to be weighed. The Bomber watched calmly as the scale moved back and forth. Some said it stopped at 202, very close to the fighting weight he maintained for years. Yet there were allegations that Uncle Mike, wary of the weight difference between Louis and Conn, intervened again, announcing Louis’s weight as 199½ to make the official disparity 25½ pounds rather than a more alarming 33 pounds.

Alarmed by the difference in weight, Jacobs reportedly murmured at the weigh-in, “This is homicide.”

Yet Louis said years later that he dieted and drank as little water as possible to get his fighting weight below 200 for the first time in years. On the 1970s sports program The Way It Was, the Bomber explained to host Curt Gowdy his decision to fight Conn at a lighter weight.

“Hype Igoe, who was a sportswriter for the Hearst papers, told me three or four days before the fight that Conn would weigh less than 170 pounds,” Louis recalled. “I used to weigh 202, that was my fighting weight. I said, ‘I can’t let the people say that Billy Conn weighs 170 pounds and Joe Louis 202.’ So, I trained an extra day to get down to 199½.”

Louis, like Conn, was a striking-looking man with a near-perfect build. Joe’s long, smooth muscles glistened beneath coffee-colored skin, and he had a broad, freckled face and dark almond-shaped eyes. Addressing his radio audience, Louis announced he was ready for combat. “I’m in very good shape.”

Privately, Joe bristled at Billy’s belief that the Bomber was no longer the ferocious fighter he had been from 1935 to 1939, when he churned his way through the heavyweight ranks, former champions falling like cut timber before his buzzsaw attack. Max Baer was blasted out in four rounds, the first knockout he suffered in his long career; Jack Sharkey was felled in three rounds; Primo Carnera in six; Braddock, then the champion, in eight; and Schmeling in less than a round.

Conn told scribes Louis was now “slow-moving.” Louis snapped a response as forceful as his ramrod-like left jab. “That Conn boy talks too much.”

Among the hundreds of writers, photographers, and interested observers on hand for the weigh-in was Don Dunphy, a young sports-caster who had auditioned for the right to join Bill Corum on the national radio broadcast. Dunphy would in time become known as the “Voice of Boxing” but in the summer of 1941 he was three months shy of his 33rd birthday and trying to break into big-time broadcasting. He hadn’t seen Conn at the weigh-in, but he did see Louis and decided to approach the champion and wish him luck. Realizing this was a big night for Dunphy as well, Louis said, “I want to wish you luck, too, Don.”

“As always, Joe was thoughtful,” Dunphy would remember. “That made me feel good.”

Fans could feel something special in the air that day. Some 6,000 Conn supporters from the Steel City boarded specially chartered trains bound for the Big Apple. The trains reflected the fans’ patronage of Irish Billy Conn, sparks flying from the steel wheels of the Shamrock and the Ham and Cabbage, both chartered by Pittsburgh restaurateur Owney McManus. In a case of delicious irony, a chartered train also bore the name Brown Bomber.

The Conn contingent converged on New York’s concrete jungle several days prior to fight night. The ’Burghers were a rough and raucous bunch; they dressed like it was St. Patrick’s Day, wearing leprechaun hats, dangling clay pipes from their lips, and carrying paper shamrocks. Spilling out from the Edison Hotel, they filled New York City streets and saloons, bending elbows to down pints of beer and shots of whiskey, bragging in their Pittsburgh accent about hometown boy Billy “Cawn” and providing a colorful counterbalance to the large Louis following known for making its presence felt throughout New York’s five boroughs on fight nights.

Celebrations in Black communities following Louis’s victories were so wild they were said by writer Ben Davis Jr. to combine “a dozen Harlem Christmases, a score of New Year’s Eves, and a bushel of July 4ths.” In 1938 an estimated 500,000 people poured into New York City streets following Louis’s electric first-round KO of Schmeling in Yankee Stadium, a bout so laden with overtones of international politics its radio audience included US president Franklin D. Roosevelt and Nazi führer Adolf Hitler.

Delirious fans streamed into the Savoy Ballroom to hear jazz trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie; those on Seventh Avenue could see Stepin Fetchit, the first millionaire Black actor, in his luxury Duesenberg. Joyous celebrants banged on tin pots and trashcan lids, immobilized traffic from 116th to 145th Streets, and unfurled homemade banners proclaiming “The Black Race Is Supreme Tonight.”

“Somehow in those precious years blacks felt that, putting it frankly, every time Louis beat up a white man, it was a vindication of their self-worth,” Jerry Moore, who would grow up to be a reverend at the Nineteenth Street Baptist Church in Washington, DC, told Joe Louis Barrow Jr. for the latter’s book Joe Louis: 50 Years an American Hero. “Best of all, he could do it legally.”

Race remained a big part of boxing in 1941; Louis was just the second Black man to hold sport’s most celebrated title. Jack Johnson, the first Black heavyweight champion, had ironically drawn his own “color line” to avoid fighting outstanding Black contenders Sam Langford, Joe Jeanette, and Sam McVey. Johnson claimed that a title fight between two Black men wouldn’t draw as big a gate as a fight with “Great White Hope” contenders Jim Jeffries, “Fireman” Jim Flynn, Frank Moran, and even middleweight king Stanley Ketchel. Johnson did fight one Black contender, “Battling” Jim Johnson, in the first heavyweight title bout featuring two Black fighters, but Jack’s color line frustrated the Black contenders of his era.

“Jack forgot about his old friends after he became champion,” Jeanette said, “and drew the color line against his own people.”

A decade later Jack Dempsey’s promoter Tex Rickard, vilified for sending the popular but aging Jeffries to slaughter against Johnson at Reno, Nevada, in 1910, drew a color line of his own to avoid another mixed-race match. Rickard refused to match his Manassa Mauler with highly ranked contender Harry Wills in what promised to be a Roaring Twenties super bout on the scale of Dempsey’s million-dollar gates with Georges Carpentier and Gene Tunney. It wasn’t until 1937 that a Black man was again allowed to challenge for the championship, making the Louis-Braddock bout the first mixed-race heavyweight title fight since Johnson lost to Jess Willard 22 years earlier.

By 1941 boxing promoters were routinely seeking out racial bouts in their matchmaking, knowing that fights between Blacks and Whites, Irish and Italians, or Jews and Germans were moneymakers. When Joe Louis, Black champion in White America, climbed the ring steps to face Irish Billy Conn, he would be seeking to defend his title for a record 18th time. All but one of Joe’s previous 17 title defenses had been against white fighters. The lone exception was Louis’s first-round KO of highly regarded former light heavyweight champion John Henry Lewis at Madison Square Garden on January 25, 1939, an historically signifi-cant bout in that it marked just the second time two Black men fought for the title. Joe gave his friend the title fight to provide him one final big payday prior to John Henry’s forced retirement due to deteriorating sight in his left eye.

Reverend Moore recalled that in the summer of 1941 talk of a “Great White Hope” had again emerged. “If Billy Conn could do his thing on Joe Louis, it would reestablish the supremacy of the white man,” Moore told Joe Louis Barrow Jr. “This was unspoken, but you could feel it everywhere.”

At the time of the Louis-Conn fight, Moore was living in Minden, Louisiana, a small town 29 miles east of Shreveport. Racial discrimination in the South was so rank, Moore remembered, one could cut it with a knife and serve it up on a platter. This racism was directed toward Louis, even though Joe had represented American democracy in his international fights against Carnera and Schmeling.

“My father was a national hero, but only up to a point,” Joe Louis Barrow Jr. says now. “He was still a Black man.”

Sports fans had much to occupy themselves with in the summer of 1941. On June 2, New York Yankees legend Lou Gehrig died at age 37 of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, a disease that now bears the baseball immortal’s name. Five days later, Craig Wood won the US Open amid sweltering heat at Colonial Country Club in Fort Worth, Texas. That same day Whirlaway, spurred on by jockey Eddie Arcaro, thundered down the stretch to victory in the Belmont Stakes to capture the US Triple Crown.

In American League ballparks, superstars Joe DiMaggio of the Yankees and Ted Williams of the Boston Red Sox were producing daily headlines with their diamond gems. DiMaggio was engaged in a consecutive- game hit streak that began May 15; Williams was in a grim, summer-long pursuit to become the first man since St. Louis Cardinals star Rogers Hornsby to hit.400 for an entire season.

On June 18, as Conn and Louis were weighing in, DiMaggio and the Yankees were preparing to host the Chicago White Sox in an afternoon game in the Bronx. With his hit streak at 30, DiMaggio drew an intentional walk off Sox southpaw Thornton Lee in the first inning and ground into a double play in the third. His streak in jeopardy, the Yankee Clipper singled past future Hall of Fame shortstop Luke Appling in the fifth. It was his lone hit of the day in a 3–2 loss before 11,918 fans at Yankee Stadium.

That same afternoon in Boston’s Fenway Park, Williams was handled by Detroit Tigers starter Schoolboy Rowe, a rube right-hander who once interrupted his interview on Rudy Vallee’s nationally broadcast radio show to ask his fiancée, “How’m I doin’ Edna, honey?” Williams went 0-for-3 and Detroit’s 5–2 win disappointed a crowd of 5,400, who saw the Splendid Splinter’s batting average dip slightly to.417.

Like the gods of ancient Greece, DiMaggio was immortalized that summer in song, Alan Courtney and the appropriately named Ben Homer penning a popular tune. Performed by the legendary Les Brown Orchestra and sung by Betty Bonney, “Joltin’ Joe DiMaggio” was released on radio airwaves to celebrate his startling accomplishment.

While DiMaggio and Williams made news across the United States, ominous headlines were being produced around the world. In Europe, heavily armed troops of Hitler’s Third Reich massed along an 1,800-mile front facing communist Russia, preparing for an offensive codenamed Operation Barbarossa. The führer boasted, “When Barbarossa begins, the world will hold its breath.”

For several hours on June 18, world news would be eclipsed by the event unfolding in New York. Big fights, particularly those in boxing’s glamour division, have a history of seizing the public’s imagination. Sullivan-Corbett, Johnson-Jeffries, and Dempsey-Carpentier transcended sports; now came Louis-Conn, the latest “Fight of the Century.” These were two champions fighting for a title only one could claim. Louis had turned 27 a month earlier; Conn was 23. Joe’s gloved fists had pounded out 25 straight wins and he was seeking his 50th victory against just one defeat; slick-boxing Billy had won 19 straight. Louis hadn’t lost a fight in five years; Conn was unbeaten for the past three years.

Something was going to give this night. Dempsey, who had been in a similar circumstance to Louis 20 summers earlier when he faced Carpentier, previewed the coming confrontation in Liberty magazine and wrote that Conn had the skill and science to outpoint Louis over 15 rounds and take his title. Conn could beat Louis, Dempsey opined, but only if the Kid kept his cool and refrained from rushing into a slugging match with the Bomber. Ultimately, Dempsey didn’t think Conn could avoid such a scenario. Billy, he wrote, “has too much ‘Irish’ in him.”

The nation’s sporting press joined Dempsey in feeding the beast that was Uncle Mike’s publicity machine. Most favored Louis. Damon Runyon was the most prominent sportswriter who picked Conn. Renowned writer Grantland Rice previewed the bout by noting that Conn had never faced as powerful a puncher as the hammer-fisted Louis, and that Joe had never encountered a boxer the equal of the stylish, swashbuckling Billy. Historically, Louis was the lineal descendent of sluggers Sullivan, Jeffries, and Dempsey; Conn claimed kinship with the crafty Corbett, Johnson, and Tunney.

The collision of contrasting styles, the classic confrontation of boxer versus puncher, a legendary big man against a legendary little man, quickened the pulse of the public. Ticket sales were brisk; 54,487 seats were sold in less than three weeks. Fierro noted at the weigh-in that 5,000 fans filled the streets just to get a look at Louis and Conn. On fight night, more than 500 sportswriters from around the world would file into the Polo Grounds. Louis versus Conn succeeded in transcending sports; it was an event.

America’s rich and famous converged upon the horseshoe-shaped ballpark. Representing the sports world was DiMaggio; Bob Feller, the Cleveland Indians ace who was fresh from firing a complete-game victory over the Philadelphia Athletics in Shibe Park that afternoon; welterweight champ Fritzie Zivic and former ring kings Dempsey, Braddock, and Tony Canzoneri.

Bob Hope, Al Jolson, Olivia de Havilland, Barbara Stanwyck, Robert Taylor, and Burgess Meredith, who would go on to play the fictional Rocky Balboa’s grizzled trainer Mickey in the film franchise, represented Hollywood. The entertainers joined J. Edgar Hoover in the ringside section that reached from the ring apron to several rows back. Steelers owner Art Rooney, a close friend of Conn, was part of a Pittsburgh contingent that included several politicos. General George C. Marshall, ranking officer of the US Army, was among the more notable attendees at ringside.

Settling in behind the Mutual Radio microphone, Dunphy looked to his left and saw James Farley, FDR’s postmaster-general; the broadcaster then turned to his right and noticed 1920 presidential candidate James Cox. Interest in the much-ballyhooed bout was such that former bantamweight champion Pete Herman, who was blind, made the trip from New Orleans to New York just so he could “witness” the big fight.

Nat Fleischer, editor of The Ring magazine, thought Louis versus Conn proved once again the tremendous impact a big fight has on the public. “Even in one of the crucial periods in our American history,” he wrote, “interest in the sport is still so great that throughout the entire war-torn world, untold millions listened avidly to the broadcast and one of the largest crowds in many years, 54,487 people, paid the staggering sum of $451,743 to watch the contest.”

Fleischer felt a flattering sidelight to the fight showed itself in the unprecedented number of celebrities and world figures who attended. “The ringside at every important bout is always well sprinkled with famous people,” he wrote, “but the turnout of notables for the Louis-Conn show was record breaking. All fields of life were represented by their outstanding figures.”

With clocks ticking toward 10:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time, millions of fans tuned their dials to the Mutual Radio Network. TV being still in its infancy, the broadcast would claim a rating of 56.4, the highest of any Mutual Radio program to that time.

“In those days, the most powerful individual in the world was the heavyweight boxing champion of the world,” Joe Louis Barrow Jr. said. “When the heavyweight championship was fought, millions upon millions of people listened simultaneously by their radios all across the world.”

Radio connected people to places and events; no longer was it necessary to travel long distances to experience an event. This was vitally important to Black communities, since their members were still subject to segregation laws. Broadcasts allowed them to access events they were restricted from viewing in person.

In Pittsburgh’s Forbes Field, the Pirates’ front office was honoring their native son by interrupting the Bucs’ rare nighttime hosting of the New York Giants to air the broadcast of the bout over the public address system. The announcement drew a crowd of 24,738—a stark contrast to the previous day’s paltry attendance of just 1,586—for the 9:15 p.m. first pitch. The spike in attendance was proof that in the summer of 1941 Billy Conn owned the town; he was Pittsburgh.

Not far from Forbes Field, on the porch of 5435 Fifth Avenue in Pittsburgh, seven young colleens clad in light summer blouses and dresses, their dark hair tumbling to their shoulders, huddled together to listen to the broadcast. They were members of the Conn clan—family and friends who gathered to hear Billy’s battle with the great Louis. Seated on the far right of the front row of women was Mary Jane Conn, the Kid’s sister. She was the boss of the Conn kids; even tough guy Billy acknowledged to amused sportswriters that he took orders from her. Dressed in a knee-length white skirt and matching white blouse, Mary Jane would spend the next hour clapping her hands in celebration one moment and covering her face in anguish the next.

The radio the Conn women formed a half-circle around was one of three in their home carrying the broadcast. Maggie lay upstairs; her cancer had left her in such a weakened state that she was under doctor’s orders not to listen to the radio. She would instead spend the night praying for her son in this, the fight of his life. One of Billy’s aunts, anxious and fraught with nerves, would flee the room and the crackling commentary at the opening bell. Davey Herr, Billy’s six-year-old cousin, sat pensively near a table stacked with phonograph records.

The year 1941 may have been the most memorable in the history of American sport, and Louis and Conn were its boys of summer. As the world held its breath at events unfolding with gathering speed around the globe, fans would hold their breath at the action that was taking place on a patch of white canvas illuminated by bright lights. The drama would prove too much for some.

“The fight was so damn dramatic it killed people,” wrote Randy Roberts, a Louis biographer. Andrew Burke was one of three people in Philadelphia who died from heart failure while listening to a fight featuring a seemingly unbeatable champion locked in a desperate struggle against a challenger brimming with “Conn-fidence.” En route to being hurried to the hospital, Burke exclaimed, “It was a great fight!” before expiring.

In Buffalo, Delia Griffin suffered a heart attack listening to Louis and Conn wage their ring war; a fire department squad working frantically for two hours to save her life. Upon being revived, Griffin’s first words were, “Who won the fight, Louis or Conn?”

One of the greatest fights in history was fought that sultry summer night. Writing in the New York Times, James P. Dawson would proclaim it “a battle that was thrilling and highly spectacular.”

Joe Louis Barrow Jr. calls it “my father’s toughest fight.” It began with a roar from the excited crowd at the first bell and Dunphy’s descriptive call of the opening seconds:

“They advance to the center of the ring. Conn, as expected, is dancing around. Louis is trying to crowd him into a corner….”

Back and forth two legends battled: the pugnacious Conn and indomitable Louis matching their will and skill. As the hour grew late and clocks ticked toward midnight in New York City, the classic fight crescendoed toward its climax. The ending would come with such suddenness and surprise it sent shock waves across America and still spurs debate to this day.

“Such a great story,” Detloff says. “It’s almost too romantic to be true.”

Indeed. Decades after the final bell sounded, what took place in the Polo Grounds that night was still being called by editors of The Ring the greatest fight in boxing history.





CHAPTER ONE

DETROIT BROWN BOMBER

Joe Louis would rather have been playing baseball.

An ardent fan of his hometown Detroit Tigers, Louis pored over Major League Baseball box scores printed in the morning newspapers and was a frequent visitor to Navin Field, the Tigers’ home turf. In 1935, photographers pointed their box cameras and snapped photos of Louis posing playfully with Tigers manager Mickey Cochrane and sharing a light moment with a fellow Detroit slugger, “Hammerin’” Hank Greenberg.

The year 1935 had been an awesome one for the brawler and the ballers. Louis emerged as a top contender for heavyweight honors with impressive knockouts of former champions Max Baer and Primo Carnera; Greenberg earned American League Most Valuable Player honors and the Tigers roared to their second straight pennant and avenged their World Series loss to the St. Louis Cardinals’ riotous “Gashouse Gang” the year before by beating the Chicago Cubs in six games.

Born May 13, 1914, in rural Chambers County, Alabama, to tenant farmer Munroe Barrow and his wife Lillie, a laundress, Louis’s infatuation with baseball began during his childhood days when his family resettled in Detroit’s Black Bottom neighborhood. Young Joe would head to Navin Field to watch the Tigers take on American League teams or to Mack Park to see the city’s Negro National League squad, the Detroit Stars.

Louis would occasionally shag flyballs for the Stars, but it was the Tigers whom he favored. If the two Detroit teams were playing home games at the same time, Joe would go to Navin Field. Attending major-league and Negro League games, Louis saw many of the game’s greatest players—Greenberg, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Lefty Grove, and Jimmie Foxx in the American League; Satchel Paige, Josh Gibson, and “Cool Papa” Bell in the Negro National League.

As Louis began his ascent in professional boxing, his love of baseball continued unabated. The summer of 1935 saw him organize a softball team that carried his ring moniker, the Brown Bombers. When he wasn’t training for a fight, Louis would don his uniform for a Bombers game at Mack Park or join the team on tour.

Powerfully built and with great hand and eye coordination honed through long hours of training in the gym, Louis was a slugger who could drive the ball a long way; in the field he usually played first base, though photos also show him squatting with a catcher’s mitt behind home plate. At a time when Louis could have been earning extra money boxing in exhibitions, no small thing during the Great Depression, he was helping his struggling buddies gain much-needed cash to survive hard times. Louis gave the gate receipts from Bombers games to his friends, never taking any money for himself.

Gus Greenlee, a speakeasy owner who reputedly ran gambling and bootlegging operations and owned boxers as well as the renowned Pittsburgh Crawfords baseball team, sought to sell Louis in January 1936 on financially backing a Negro National League team based in Detroit. Louis liked the idea, but his co-manager, John Roxborough, convinced the boxer that as he had already lost a substantial amount of money supporting his Brown Bombers softball team, it would be financially unwise to underwrite another such venture.

Louis maintained a lifelong love for the American pastime, forming friendships with Ruth, Paige, Joe DiMaggio, and Jackie Robinson. DiMaggio and Ruth visited Louis at his training camp in Pompton Lakes, New Jersey; Ruth would tell his fellow Sultan of Swat he should have played baseball, it was easier on the chin. Sparring with Tiger Hairston, Louis turned to Ruth at ringside and yelled, “Watch me hit a home run.” Joe then wheeled around and knocked Hairston flat. The Babe smiled at the Bomber and exclaimed, “Done!” Louis would have some of his most famous fights in The House That Ruth Built, Yankee Stadium.

“If it hadn’t been for boxing,” Louis would say, “I would have loved to have been a baseball player.” If Lillie had her way, her seventh of eight children would not have been a ballplayer or boxer but a violinist. When Joe was just two years old his father Munroe was confined to the Searcy State Hospital for the Colored Insane. Not long after that, Lillie was told her husband had died; he was, in fact, alive and would live for another 20 years, knowing nothing of his son’s eventual fame.

Believing she was widowed, Lillie married Pat Brooks, a widower with five children. Joe would call Pat “the father I really knew.” He was a good stepfather who worked hard and provided for a blended family of 16 children. Joe and his siblings worked in the cotton fields to help support their family. In 1926 Pat and Lillie, having tired of scratching a meager living from the land and turning their earnings over to the landowner, followed the example of so many other struggling families and headed north.

Louis thrilled at the train ride, at leaving behind the red clay of Alabama for the concrete streets of Detroit. Yet while the South was segregated during Louis’s childhood, Joe said he never experienced racism until he reached the Midwest. Joe and his family moved in with relatives in their gray wooden house on Macomb Street on Detroit’s east side. Pat got a job as a street cleaner and Joe’s older brothers found work in the factory of the Ford Motor Company.

Dressed in knickers, sweater, and a shirt, Joe enrolled in Duffield Elementary School. He was 12 years old but, ill equipped for his new school, was placed in third grade. School bored him; he spent much of his time staring out windows and wishing he was playing baseball. His teachers liked him, Joe being quiet and respectful. Because he was bigger and stronger than his classmates, Joe was chosen to carry the US flag on assembly days. On such occasions Lillie made certain her son had a starched white shirt and blue tie to wear. Louis later remembered assembly days as the only thing about school he liked.

When his stepfather and older brothers joined millions of unemployed workers in the Great Depression, the family suffered. “First time in my life I remember being hungry,” Louis recalled in his autobiography. The situation was so desperate Joe didn’t have shoes to wear to school. He couldn’t keep pace and struggled to get past the sixth grade. His younger sister, Vunice, passed him in grade. Recognizing that Joe might be better with his hands than his head, a Duffield teacher, Miss Vada, helped him transfer to Bronson, an all-boys vocational school. Louis liked working with his hands; he enjoyed making cabinets, shelves, and tables that he could take home to his family and spare them the expense of buying furniture.

As the Depression worsened, Joe’s family had to go on a soup line to eat. Lillie waited in long relief lines to get money from the government. They would borrow more than $400, Joe eventually paying back every penny when he turned pro in 1934.

With his family on relief Joe began working odd jobs. He and friend Freddie Guinyard, whom he had met at the Calvary Baptist Church, secured a job on an ice wagon. The two made quite a team, Freddie wearing a sailor hat with a silk ribbon hanging down and Louis pulling on a skull cap because, as he said, nobody was gonna put Freddie’s funny hat on him.

Dressed in their knickers, Joe and Freddie rode a horse-drawn ice wagon. Theirs was an important job; as not every home had a refrigerator or freezer, people were dependent on ice to keep their food from spoiling. Joe and Freddie wrapped the ice in thick brown burlap to prevent it from melting. At each stop, Freddie remained with the horse while Joe carried 60 pounds of ice up several flights of stairs. Joe didn’t mind the heavy lifting. He knew that Freddie, tough as he was, was too small to lug ice any distance. Joe hustled to earn extra money. Saturdays saw him scrubbing floors for a quarter; he also hauled coal in addition to ice, delivered groceries, and worked in the vegetable section of the Eastern Market.

Looking to help her son find a profession, Lillie heard about a music teacher on Warren and Woodward Streets and started giving Joe 50 cents a week to take violin lessons. Joe hated the violin; the small instrument felt funny in his huge hands. Neighborhood toughs mocked him when they saw him carrying the violin. One person who didn’t laugh was Thurston McKinney, the Detroit Golden Gloves welterweight champion. McKinney persuaded Louis to accompany him to Brewster’s Recreation Center.

Entering the professional gym, Joe looked at the ring, the punching bag, pulleys, and exercise equipment and liked what he saw. He used his music money to rent a locker and stuffed his violin inside. McKinney loaned him boxing trunks and old tennis shoes, and Louis began working out on the punching bag.

“That’s how it began,” he remembered in his autobiography.

Sparring with McKinney, Louis took a battering until he caught the champ on the chin with a thunderclap right hand. McKinney’s knees buckled and his eyes got glassy. He was on his way to the canvas when Joe caught him and held him up. McKinney shook his head to clear the cobwebs. “Man, throw that violin away!”

The punch Joe threw left him with a feeling he had never experienced before. “It was like power pumping through me,” he said later. “That was the first time I knew what I really wanted to be.”

Concerned his mother would discover how he was spending the money she scraped together, Joe hid the fact he was training to be a boxer until his music teacher told his mother about the missed violin lessons. When Lillie asked Joe for his lesson punch card, he said nothing; he had already torn it up and thrown it away. The teacher told Lillie that Joe didn’t have the talent to be a musician and she was wasting her money on lessons. She and Pat weren’t thrilled about Joe’s desire to pursue pugilism as a career, but they allowed him to keep training.

When he wasn’t in Bronson Vocational School or working, Joe was in the gym. Realizing there was nothing he could do as well as he could fight, Joe quit school at age 17 to spend more time training. He fought in street fights to protect his siblings and his reputation as a hard puncher soon preceded him; thugs thought better of it when they came face to face with Joe. He developed a fan following among the kids in his neighborhood. One thin child carried his gym bag for him to Brewster’s. The boy’s name was Walker Smith; he later became known as Sugar Ray Robinson.

Louis’s labors left him too tired to train properly. He was up early, worked till 5:00 p.m., gulped dinner, and hustled to the gym. His step-father tried to talk Joe into getting a steady job and forget about fighting for a living. Lillie, however, took a different approach and urged Joe to box if that made him happy. “If you want to be a fighter,” she told him, “be one.”

It wasn’t until Joe spoke of the merchandise checks ranging from $7 to $25 that he could earn boxing that his stepfather relented. Trained by Atler Ellis, who ran Brewster’s, and middleweight Holman Williams, Joe in 1932 was matched in his first amateur fight with Johnny Miler, a member of the US Olympic boxing team.

To keep his parents from seeing his name in the sports section of the newspaper, Joe dropped his Barrow surname and entered the ring as Joe Louis. Undertrained and overmatched, Louis was knocked down by Miler seven times in the first two rounds. When he returned home that night Lillie cried when she saw her son’s battered face. Embarrassed by his performance, Louis quit the ring to follow his stepfather’s advice to focus on finding a steady job. Within a few days full-time work was found in the Ford factory at River Rouge. He earned $25 a week pushing truck bodies to a conveyor belt; his back hurt so much after work he sometimes couldn’t straighten up. “It wasn’t my idea of fun,” Louis recalled. But with his step-father out of work, Joe had to continue in his job. Eventually he decided that if he was going to hurt that much he might as well return to the ring.

Back in the gym following a two-month absence, Joe continued his training with Ellis and Williams. Realizing that Louis had a powerful right hand but that he was not using his left enough, Ellis tied Joe’s right hand to a ring post and got McKinney in the ring with him. McKinney proceeded to pound his one-armed opponent—“beat the hell out of me,” Louis remembered—but the point was made. Louis learned the importance of using his left hand and in time his jab became one of the most feared weapons in boxing history.

When Louis climbed the ring steps for his fight with Otis Thomas at the Forest Athletic Club in Detroit, he wasn’t thinking about Thomas. He was thinking about his lone previous amateur bout and the beating he took from Miler. “Not this time,” Joe thought. Tearing into Thomas with a left hook and right hand to the jaw, Louis scored a first-round knockout, his first KO. Feeling as if he was on top of the world, Joe knocked out his next 13 opponents, earning a $25 merchandise check for each victory.

Buoyed by his success Louis took his amateur career to the next level and entered the Golden Gloves. He lost decisions to heavyweight Clinton Bridges in Chicago and to Max Marek, a star of the Notre Dame football team, in the National Amateur Championship in Boston. Despite the defeats, Joe’s world was expanding. Being away from home and fighting in Chicago, Boston, Kansas City, Florida, and Toronto provided life lessons for the 19-year-old.

Louis won 50 of 54 amateur fights and scored 43 knockouts. His impressive performances attracted the attention of John Roxborough. The real estate agent and reputed racketeer was known for helping poor kids escape the Detroit ghettos; he sent several through college. Louis’s new trainer, George Slayton, brought Roxborough to Joe’s dressing room and the dapper civic leader made an immediate impression on Louis. “This man had real class,” Louis thought. Roxborough was stylish and wealthy. He wore a gray silk suit that Louis knew had to be tailor-made. Roxborough presented himself as a gentleman, and he and Joe clicked personality-wise. Roxborough invited Louis to stop by his real estate office, which Joe would learn was a front for a gambling operation.

Roxborough brought Louis into his home for dinners and provided him with money, clothes, and new boxing equipment. On June 27, 1934 [some sources report it as being June 12], a well-fed, well-trained Louis knocked out Joe Bauer in less than two minutes of the opening round in Detroit’s Ford Field. It was the last amateur fight Louis ever fought. “I think you’re ready, Joe,” Roxborough said. “Time to turn professional.”

The following day Roxborough told Louis he wanted to send him to Chicago to live and train. He also informed Joe that Julian Black, a long-time business associate and like Roxborough a reputed numbers man, would be co-manager and help fund Louis’s career. Julian had a stable of Black fighters in Chicago and he and Roxborough told Louis they could help him in ways a white manager couldn’t. Louis would look back years later and remember that conversation and realize that Roxborough was talking about Black Power before it was popular to do so.

Julian Black was at the Chicago train station to meet Louis and when Joe arrived, he saw a fine-looking man who stood a shade under 6 feet, had a stocky build, light-brown complexion, straight hair, and a slight limp. Black was a tough guy, Joe thought, but friendly. Black told Louis his first professional fight would be in a month. He was making a big investment in him, the numbers man told the boxer, and he expected Joe to make a big investment in himself. Black informed Louis he was dropping the other fighters he was working with to concentrate on him.

Two days after arriving in Chicago Louis was in Trafton’s Gym on West Randolph Street when he was introduced to his new trainer, former fighter Jack Blackburn. The ex–lightweight contender was wiry and bald. Louis studied Blackburn and thought the man strong and mean-looking, Joe noting the scar that ran down the left side of Blackburn’s face from his ear to his mouth.
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