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In memory of Ray and Stephanie Arcel, who touched my family with both love and knowledge
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Once upon a time, of all the magic moments in ballparks and arenas from California to New York, there was nothing to rival that magic moment that could grab a heavyweight fight crowd by its collective jugular vein and trigger a tsunami of raw emotion from it before a single punch had been thrown.

That’s the way it was when there were heavyweight giants … when no ersatz drama had to be generated by high roller hotels for the fighters’ entries into the ring … no smoke, mirrors, and noise trying to disguise itself as music. Instead, these were crowds that truly knew what had brought them to this moment—it was the fighters, the ones who eclipsed other newsmakers in every newspaper sports section. Back then, in all of sports, nothing dominated the public eye like a heavyweight championship fight.

It’s not the same today. I am reminded of a single recent moment that illustrates the fact that the heavyweight division has since lost its way from old tunes of glory and has degenerated into a carnival sideshow.

The lights in what used to be known as Atlantic City’s Convention Hall had dimmed. Music that can best be described as a hymn to the tone-deaf fills the air. A fight manager named Lou Duva is trying to shove his fighter out of the tunnel and into the arena.

“Goddammit, get out there,” he screams.

“I ain’t budgin’ until I hear my music. That ain’t my music. I want my music or I don’t go.”

“Yeah,” Duva almost spits the words in his face. “I’m sure Joe Louis would have said the same thing, you dumb shit.”

So, where are America’s heavyweight giants today? Gone like the dodo bird or the Edsel or the sundial—and they ain’t never coming back. Look for them, instead, playing tight end or linebacker in the National Football League or power forward in the NBA, positions with job descriptions that do not demand the brutal directness of a left uppercut to the chin or a ferocious right hand to the solar plexus.

In most cases, you will find what’s left of the fading heavyweights in Eastern Europe, living on a diet of potatoes and more potatoes. Hunger and pride makes heavyweight giants. Suffice it to say that you will not see any Harvard PhD candidates spurning hedge fund offers for 6 a.m. roadwork and a spot on the undercard in Stockton, California.

The obvious truth here is that there will never again be a heavyweight cycle like the one that began when Sonny Liston stopped Floyd Patterson—and ended when Mike Tyson bit a slice out of Evander Holyfield’s ear.

This is about a precious loss in both the history and sociology of America that has earned the right to be remembered.

Once there were giants … and I was there to witness it.


PROLOGUE

The Accidental Fight Fan

Newark, New Jersey, 1938

I was eight years old, three years younger than my sister and very much a part of our baseball-addicted family, which figured because my dad in his youth had been a minor league second baseman, living out a dream that in the end—like those of so many other young men of his time—came up short. Long before I was born, he was already working long, tough hours in the dye house that would eventually kill him. One day, during one of those private moments fathers and sons often don’t have enough of, he told me that in the past there were times when he was the only Jew in his league, let alone on his team. He was no stranger to anti-Semitism.

Thinking back, some of my fondest memories are of those soft summer nights when my father, my sister, and I would listen on our old Philco to the feeble attempts of Carl Hubbell and Mel Ott trying to make National League contenders out of the New York Giants. But then along came Hank Greenberg, the home run hitter from the playing fields of New York City who had been totally ignored by the Giants and Yankees. He was a Detroit Tiger, but he became “the man” in our house. The Giants could wait. My father had found a Jewish superstar.

Our supper table belonged to Hank. It was the summer that this kid from Erasmus High School took off in hot pursuit of Babe Ruth’s single-season home run record of 60. However, he would be stopped at 58 home runs, two short of Ruth’s record. But this was America of the 1930s. Ruth was an icon, and the national mood then did not look favorably on a Jewish hero replacing a baseball legend. Neither did the players. Some pitchers intentionally walked him so he couldn’t swing the bat. They threw at his head. My dad took this all very personally.

With his interest in Greenberg, I can never remember the supper table conversation turning to football or basketball, or what my dad considered the alien games of ice hockey and soccer. And most of all, I don’t remember a single discussion of boxing.

Of course, before my time my dad had been an intense follower of the fortunes of the great Jewish lightweight champion, Benny Leonard. It was Benny who Americanized the immigrants of New York’s Lower East Side. In their fractured English, they lovingly referred to Leonard as “The Great Bennah.”

That was all I ever heard him say about boxing, until June 22, 1938.

Unaware of it at the time, I was the one who set it in motion. I had been walking home from a neighbor’s house earlier that week and was attracted by a chalk-scrawl on the sidewalk.

It read: “All Jews Are Kites.”

I was only eight years old, but there were some things I knew as gospel. One of them was the fact that I was Jewish; the other was that I was reasonably sure I couldn’t fly. When I asked my father what it meant that night, he told me, “First, it means that it was written by an illiterate moron, which most anti-Semites are. Second, the word is kike. Put up your fists. No, not like that, heaven help us—higher, closer to your chin. Good. Now listen carefully. If anyone—and I mean anyone—calls you that to your face, I want you to smile at him so he relaxes, and then hit him in the mouth with a right hand, and if you don’t finish with the left hook I taught you, don’t bother coming home.”

I do not believe he meant that last part, but I know he meant the first.

This, obviously, was a precursor to what happened at the supper table later in the week.

“Tonight,” my father said, “I don’t want to hear about any of those radio shows you like. Tonight we are all going to listen to the Louis–Schmeling fight. This colored man [not unusual terminology in 1938] is fighting for us as Americans, for us as Jews, and for all the colored people in America.” There followed a lecture on Hitler, the Nazis, and the Jews, and what he feared was about to happen in Europe and who knew where else.

The very morning of the fight, fifteen German-Americans were actually arrested as spies for Nazi Germany. There was no doubt that night, as we gathered in the living room where the radio was, that the fists of Joe Louis would be the fists of David, who in earlier times went against Goliath with just five smooth stones. They would attack the man who represented Adolf Hitler. Decades later, I would get to know both men well. I would learn that Max Schmeling was not a Nazi and that Joe Louis’s ferocity during that fight had nothing to do with anything except for the fact that Schmeling had knocked him out two years earlier.

But 1938 was the time of the resurgence of the Klan and the German-American Bund; the anti-Semitic radio broadcast obscenities of Father Coughlin, the radio priest of Royal Oak, Michigan, who hid behind his collar and his microphone; and, closer to home in New Jersey, the anti-Catholic, anti-black, and anti-Jewish babbling of a buffoon named Conde McGinley and his obscene newspaper, Common Sense.

At supper that night, nobody mentioned Hank Greenberg. Even my mother sat along with us and waited for a fight that we had reason to believe was representative of “us” against “them.”

Half a century later, in a tiny all-black town in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, a man named Calvin Wilkerson told me he had experienced the same feeling that day in 1938, although we both didn’t know it at the time.

“I can guess just how your daddy felt,” the elderly black man told me, “because that’s the way it was for us each time Joe fought. It wasn’t just Joe in the ring—it was us, too. Three months after the fight, a young black man named R. C. Williams was castrated and lynched six miles up the road in Ruston and left hanging from a tree for five days.”

This was the story of how I found a hero and came to boxing by accident. It was the night my dad and Calvin Wilkerson, who never knew each other, became brothers under the skin as they yelled themselves hoarse the instant Louis drove Schmeling into the ropes a heartbeat after the opening bell.

I remember jumping up along with them to yell pretty much the same things, as Louis rained combinations down on Schmeling, who was badly shaken. He froze him there and finished it with his trademark left hook, the one to the solar plexus—quicker than a cobra and twice as deadly, one so short and so quick that even sports writers rarely saw it, one that traveled just six inches but made the following right hand that everyone saw merely window dressing. Schmeling never had a chance. And in the hearts of Jerry Izenberg and Calvin Wilkerson, and the thousands along the way of every color and ethnicity with whom I shared that golden memory, the soft-spoken Joe Louis lives in the backroads of our minds with a gentle ferocity that battered down walls higher and meaner than those of Jericho.

Decades after Joe’s salad years, when he desperately needed money, a fight promoter paid him to publicly support an inept contender’s title chances. As he leaned against the ring ropes during that workout, I remember hollering, “Joe, move to your left. You’re blocking my view.” “You don’t know how lucky you are,” he replied. “You don’t know how lucky you are.”

Clearly, for all his problems, Joe Louis never lost his timing.

There is a bond between fighters that outsiders never get to understand. When Sonny Liston died, on the night before his funeral a man named Abe Margolis told Louis, “Frank (Sinatra) and Sammy (Davis) will be here tonight. We are all going to the funeral together, Joe, so be here at 9 a.m. sharp. No excuses.” Margolis was the man who founded the highly successful Zale’s jewelry chain. In New York, he was respected by celebrities, with boxes at Yankee Stadium, the Polo Grounds, and Ebbets Field, as well as ringside at Madison Square Garden, and fifth row center at Broadway openings.

Joe Louis was special to Margolis. Louis had become a greeter at Caesars Palace, where Margolis was a high roller. Each time he came to Vegas, he was sure to slip two hundred-dollar bills into Louis’s sports jacket pocket. When Margolis spoke, Louis listened.

But the next morning at 9 a.m. sharp, there was no Louis. Ten minutes later, Margolis told his group, “We can’t leave. I know where to look.”

He found Louis at a crap table with bets all over the board.

“Joe, we’re late.”

“Abe, I just made six passes.”

“Joe, we’re late.”

Louis held up the dice, blew on them, raised them toward the ceiling, and smiled and said, “Abe, Sonny would understand.”

And I think he would have.

Just as surely as that left hook of his traveled only six inches, Louis always used an economy of words to make his point. He was the greatest heavyweight I—and I believe anyone else—ever saw. But you won’t read about him again in this book about the golden era of heavyweights … not him, not Rocky Marciano, not Jack Johnson. Their greatness is not diminished, because the truth is they did not have many guys good enough to fight them in their eras.

But those who follow next were the giants who fought other giants; giants who never ducked anyone in a waiting army of authentic contenders. They were the champions and challengers who made the years from 1962 through 1997 a genuine heavyweight boxing Valhalla. This book is about that magical time, and the best of the best, the likes of which we shall never see again.

It also must be said that during this era a multiplicity of self-styled boxing governing bodies who were so inept, highly bribable, or just plain stupid, did indeed also bestow ersatz titles on transient and tissue-paper heavyweights.

You won’t read about those ships in the night here. At least four fighters who came afterward might have been in that company: the Klitschko Brothers, Lennox Lewis, and Riddick Bowe. But like Louis, Marciano, and Johnson, they did have an army of worthy opponents. They are at least noted in this book, if only barely.

Once upon a time, you could have asked almost anybody on the street who the current heavyweight champion was, and he would have told you. Ultimately, boxing reached a point when no one had an answer, because the truth was nobody believed a champion existed anymore, except for those the alphabet soup of boxing organizations had designated. I have been at thousands of ringsides on my journey as a newspaperman. It’s why I know exactly who belongs here. This is about the real ones of that glorious time when everybody fought each other … a time when the genuine champions stood out like the Hope Diamond measured against a field of broken soda bottles.

Trust me on this. If Joe Louis were here, he would understand this just as clearly as he believed Sonny Liston would have understood him that morning when he stood at the crap table in Las Vegas with a hot hand, waving the dice toward Heaven.

Henderson, Nevada, 2015


ONE

Tough Guys Have Rules

A friend of mine, Rodger Donahue, a ranked middleweight in the 1950s with a ferocious left hook, used to delight in telling the story of the night Frank Costello, the Murder, Inc. mobster, took his girlfriend to the old Stork Club and invited three world champions to join them. This must have been on a Friday night, because New York mobsters always reserved Saturday night for their wives.

Once they were all seated, Costello demanded each of them dance with his lady. In those days, a request from Costello was tantamount to a request you couldn’t refuse.

But the boxer Willie Pep refused. And the mobster wasn’t offended, because Pep retorted with an argument Costello couldn’t refute: “Tough guys don’t dance.”

Because it said so much about ersatz machismo, Norman Mailer took it for the title of one of his novels. And in understanding the once verdant relationship between mobsters and boxers, Costello’s acceptance of that phrase is more than a notion. It is a road map into the thinking of the obsession that the family of tightly-knit mobsters has always had with the whole business of boxing.

It is why, on that night, Costello, the capo di tutti capi of the Genovese crime family, tolerated what other practitioners of raw power and hired muscle might have considered a direct insult—and he took it from featherweight Willie Pep, who weighed 126 pounds. If Pep, a world champion, said that’s what tough guys didn’t do, then Costello, who like most mobsters prized his own toughness, understood.

This was how it generally was with those members of the mob who muscled their way in until they controlled most of boxing—that is, until the night Muhammad Ali left the last mob-controlled fighter, Sonny Liston, slumped over on his own stool in abject defeat.

It is probably true that the mob had no influence on the outcome of the famous Cain–Abel fight. After all, even they knew an authority much higher than the Eden Boxing Commission had handled that decision. But we can say that here, in the United States, it was common knowledge that the mob was fixing fights as far back as the start of the twentieth century.

The first boxing godfather arrived in New York City in 1901. He was Liverpool-born Owen “Owney” Vincent Madden, who immigrated here as a teenager with his mother. Their first home was a tenement in Manhattan’s Hell’s Kitchen, an area of roughly twenty-five blocks between the Hudson River and Eighth Avenue. It was poor, overcrowded, and in the main predominantly populated by Irish and English immigrants. Owney Madden was a ferocious street fighter, but boxing wasn’t on his mind. What was, was escape. The poverty of Hell’s Kitchen bred more than its share of violence. Much of midtown Manhattan back then was a city of gangs, including the Gophers, whom Madden led as a kind of war counselor, which continually battled the rival Dusters for neighborhood supremacy.

He established the supremacy of his gang, along with his own role as king of the avenue. In record time, Madden was alleged to have killed five of the rival gang members over an extended period. In 1912, he killed another one over a woman’s affections. By then, he had acquired the nickname “the Killer.” In one of the toughest neighborhoods in a city on the make, Owney Madden was the ultimate player.

Not surprisingly, while the gang wars gave him a fear-tinged aura of respect, they also sharpened another skill that would threaten to destroy him—treachery. Cloaked in the guise of bringing peace to Hell’s Kitchen, Madden offered to meet a rival gang leader named Doyle to talk about a definitive truce. He was so publicly committed to it that he went to the meeting well ahead of schedule. That timing enabled him to shoot Doyle in the head on November 28, 1914, from ambush, thereby leaving his rival just a little bit dead. Until then, he had never been convicted of anything because his evil charisma had always enabled him to cast a spell that seemed to render all witnesses deaf, mute, and blind. This time, the magic went out of Madden’s smile, and the terror leaked out of his threats. The neighborhood sang like an a cappella chorus of canaries. He was sentenced to twenty years in Sing Sing, served only nine, and came out looking for work.

He found it as a strong arm man for a major bootlegger while he freelanced his own bootlegging gig, founded a profitable “join-or-else” cab driver union, and blossomed among the speakeasies as a man about town. He wound up owning the Cotton Club of Harlem Renaissance fame, where most of the customers were white and all of the performing artists were black.

During this period, he hired his own full-time chauffeur as befits a man with deep pockets and a gigantic ego. The driver was named George Raft, which may explain why Raft later won Hollywood acclaim for his gangster roles in films. Raft had had the perfect teacher.

Madden earned his bones as a bootlegger and saloon keeper of some prominence. He had already earned them as a killer. His favorite Manhattan night spot was a speakeasy known as Billy LaHiff’s, a regular hangout for athletes, show business people, socialites, and thugs. By then, in 1931, he had already joined forces with two boxing musclemen, “Broadway” Bill Duffy and George Jean “Big Frenchie” DeMange. Madden was clearly the boss and controlled a number of prominent fighters, including the heavyweight-champ-in-waiting, Max Baer.

What followed was an event that stamped Madden as a mobster who, for a time, was one of the first underworld kings of boxing. The story was told to me in detail by the late Willie “The Beard” Gilzenberg, so-called because his beard was so heavy he shaved twice a day. Gilzenberg ruled boxing in Newark, New Jersey, where he promoted from two fight clubs: a minor league ballpark and the National Guard Armory. This story about Madden was so blatant, and so off the wall, that you couldn’t make it up if you tried. Gilzenberg didn’t have to try. He had been there.

At that time, Madden was a man in motion. Between his businesses (both legal and illegal), he strode Broadway like a colossus, generally in the company of Duffy and other members of his gang. Shadowing Madden virtually every night was a Broadway character named Walter “Good Time Charley” Friedman.

Friedman was a dreamer and a con man, not necessarily in that order. From Stillman’s Gym to Jack and Charlie’s 21 Club speakeasy, and up and down Broadway, he tried to sell an opportunistic story of a heavyweight title as yet unborn. Madden, who was the most powerful mark he could find, was his main target.

“Listen,” Friedman kept saying. “Like I been telling you, there is a tribe of giants over in China. All we got to do is get the biggest, strongest giant they got, bring him back, and we got the heavyweight champeen of the world.”

Madden had heard that pitch a thousand times. One night in LaHiff’s, at a table with his colleagues and Gilzenberg, he silently debated whether to break both of Friedman’s arms or finally throw him a bone. Finally, as the others rocked the room with their raucous laughter, Madden threw five hundred dollars on the table and said, “Get the hell outta here. Go to fuckin’ China and don’t show your ugly face to me again until you bring me the giant.”

And so Friedman disappeared from the Broadway after-dark scene.

Six months later, a cable from London was delivered to LaHiff’s after midnight. It was no mystery how Friedman found Madden; he knew that no evening for Madden could possibly end without a slice of LaHiff’s cheesecake. The usual suspects were gathered there. The cable read: “Have found the giant. Will arrive in New York City next week.”

How did Friedman confuse London for China? Clearly he missed a lot of geography classes. But it is here that two new critical characters enter this narrative: the promoter Frenchman Léon See and Primo Carnera.

Carnera was 6 feet, 6 inches tall and 218 pounds—the biggest man in boxing for more than a decade—so big that the New York Athletic Commission (nicknamed colloquially “the Three Dumb Dukes”) tried to create a new boxing weight division, the dreadnought class. It dictated it would approve no fighter as a Carnera opponent weighing fewer than around 200 pounds. As a point of reference, the great Jack Dempsey, the heavyweight champion a decade earlier, had weighed 187 pounds. The plaster of Paris cast of Carnera’s hands, once on exhibition at the third Madison Square Garden, is said to be that of the largest fists in boxing history.

Léon See was a hustler and promoter in Paris who learned of Carnera when he was working the circus circuit in France. The deal there was to go two rounds with the giant and win a cash prize. Legend has it that once a guy went into the second round, Carnera would work him across the ring until the mark’s back was pinned against a curtain. A fellow behind it would then smite him (unseen, of course) on the back of the head with a 2 × 4. When Carnera left the circus, both he and the 2 × 4 retired undefeated. See put Carnera on tour in Italy, Germany, France, Spain, and England. It was in England that Friedman saw him, and the rest became a story in search of a mandatory end.

At this time, Jack Dempsey was retired and America was staggering in the first throes of the Great Depression. For both reasons, boxing needed a drawing card, and with Carnera, Owney Madden now controlled the whole damned deck.

Madden launched his new attraction with just two house rules for potential opponents: One, you had to lose. Two, Carnera’s opponents had to agree to allow Friedman in their corner as their chief second so he could enforce the terms of the agreement if necessary. This became known as “the Friedman Rule.”

In Philly, against a competent but aging Roy Ace Clark, the Friedman Rule first came into play. When Clark decided between rounds that he could win, Friedman shoved two wads of cotton in Clark’s nostril. Pulling cotton out of your nose while wearing boxing gloves is not unlike trying to cross the Gobi Desert on ice skates. Roy opened his mouth to breathe, and Carnera hit him and broke his jaw.

Against a fellow named Bombo Chevalier in the Oakland Oaks ballpark in California, a similar scene transpired—but this time Friedman pulled a large gun out of his cardigan sweater pocket and asked, “What do you think, Bombo?” To which Chevalier replied, “I think I am going to lose.”

The fact that Carnera won seventeen straight against willing accomplices by knockout should not be surprising. But perhaps the best anecdote comes certified by the aforementioned Willie Gilzenberg. Gilzenberg booked Carnera into the Newark Armory and sold eight thousand seats. He did so because he came up with the perfect gimmick. Not only had nobody seen Carnera throw many punches with bad intentions at the time, they had also never seen Carnera get hit.

Gilzenberg hired a prominent New York trainer named Dumb Dan Morgan. “You will see Carnera hit by Cowboy Billy Owen. I guarantee it,” Dumb Dan trumpeted. So they paid, they came, and this is what they saw.

See had told Carnera that, because of his size, nobody would dare hit him. But when Cowboy Billy hit him on the shoulder, Carnera turned to the Italian-American referee, Gene Roman, and said in his native tongue, “He hit me.”

“Well,” Roman answered in Italian, “I suggest you hit him back.”

Cowboy Billy immediately went in the tank as soon as Carnera figured it out.

However, the game was wearing thin—too many no-punch knockouts, too many unexplained knockdowns, too many skeptical newspaper reporters. Madden, therefore, took another one of his heavyweights, Max Baer, who could fight, and made the Carnera–Baer fight for the title that Carnera had just won from Jack Sharkey, a fight which Sharkey’s wife insisted had been thrown.

Baer dropped Carnera a total of eleven times in eleven rounds to win. Madden then cast his giant in the role of opponent. His last major fight was in that billing, and Joe Louis destroyed him.

Meanwhile, like every mobster who had owned a serious piece of the boxing industry, Madden was hurtling toward the fall from grace. A notorious killer named Mad Dog Coll had been extorting money from Madden and his cohorts. Coll was assassinated in a phone booth while talking to on the phone to, well, Madden. Police could prove nothing, but they began to pressure him and so did other Mafia families squeezing his Greenwich Village turf. In 1935, he quit both boxing and the rackets. He never returned to New York.

Madden was gone, but the mob wasn’t about to abdicate its stranglehold on boxing. After all, the two biggest sporting events in America were boxing’s championship fights and the World Series. The control of boxing—through fixed fights involving fixed fighters, fixed referees, fixed judges, or all three—only tightened that control. Compliant managers who were either mobbed-up themselves or easily extorted, and promoters who needed to pay homage to the mob in order to get fights, were a big part of the story. It would not be until Sonny Liston lost the heavyweight championship to Muhammad Ali in 1964 that the mob lost its last controlled fighter of stature.

The man whose underworld influence would enable him to control an entire professional sport for decades was named Frankie Carbo, who used the alias of Mr. Gray in some of his business dealings. Unlike Owney Madden, he was not a man about town. He did not mix with New York’s elite citizens. What he was instead was a Lucchese crime family “button man,” or mafia soldier.

Carbo was a cold-blooded murderer and hit man for higher-ups in the mob, who also ran his own fiefdom through a chain of other thugs. His trusted lieutenant was a man named Frank “Blinky” Palermo, an associate of the powerful Frank Bruno crime family in Philadelphia, who had an unsavory boxing background even before he met Carbo. To terrified managers, promoters, and fighters, a “suggestion” from Palermo was clearly a message from Carbo. The names of the pair’s criminal associates, who served as front men for the enterprise, made up a list long enough to fill much of the nation’s police blotters—which they did.

The most serious ally Carbo had was an entrepreneur named James D. Norris, the son of James E. Norris, a millionaire who owned the National Hockey League’s New York Rangers. Since the Rangers was one of the Garden’s principal tenants, Norris Senior was the largest stockholder of Madison Square Garden. In 1949, Norris Junior would continue to keep the Garden in the family by taking control of it through his corporation, the International Boxing Club of New York (IBC). Norris made a secret agreement with Carbo. He would provide the building and Carbo would provide the fighters, leading to a nefarious relationship in the boxing scene. With both the mob and Norris’s backing, an event occurred that illustrated what had become Carbo’s long reach as boxing’s master puppeteer.

The most respected trainer in boxing at the time was Ray Arcel. Arcel never wanted to manage fighters because he believed his gift was in developing their talents. The idea, however, of promoting their fights appealed to him. Because of his straight-arrow reputation, honest fighters and managers rushed to join him.

Around this time, Carbo already had two highly lucrative televised fight cards with national sponsors. On Wednesday there were the Pabst Blue Ribbon fights, and on Friday the Gillette Friday night fights. When Arcel reasoned that Saturday night was fair game and made his own national TV contract, Carbo was enraged. One Saturday afternoon in Boston, Arcel prepared for one of his fight cards as usual, unaware that Carbo’s contract on Arcel had already been accepted by a hit man.

In September 1953, when Arcel left the nearby Manger Hotel to join a group of managers on the sidewalk outside the Boston Gardens Arena, a Carbo emissary named Bill Daly identified a nearby thug when Arcel joined the group. The thug went straight for him with a lead pipe, striking him twice in the head and nearly crushing his skull. Arcel lay on a hospital bed for nineteen days. So long was Carbo’s reach that a lifelong friend of Arcel’s slept in his hospital room with a loaded gun. Carbo’s message was not lost on the boxing industry.

Carbo was the unchallenged brain who ran both Norris and most of boxing as well. His string of murders (with no convictions) was well-known and feared. He surrounded himself with enough added muscle to solidify his claim as the uncrowned czar of American boxing, against underworld challengers and honest citizens alike. Although he controlled Sonny Liston, who would become the “last mob fighter,” Carbo found his take far more lucrative among the lightweights, welterweights, and middleweights.

Although Carbo had already performed multiple killings as a button man for New York’s Lucchese family and a freelancer for Murder, Inc., the notorious contract executioners for the mafia during the 1930s, his entry into the boxing business in the 1940s was actually a fortuitous accident.

The story is that none of this might have happened had a Syracuse barber, who knew nothing about boxing, not won the managership of a local fighter in a floating crap game. According to Willie Gilzenberg, the barber was a cousin of one of Carbo’s associates. “He ain’t too smart about boxing,” Gilzenberg said the associate told Carbo. “Do me a favor, will ya? Take that fighter, move him along, and make sure my cousin gets his cut. I’d appreciate it very much.”

Within two years, through threats and favors, Carbo had moved his prospect and a lot of other mediocre fighters along. Then he wound up with Eddie Babe Risko, the middleweight champion of the world. That relationship was an ominous signpost of what was yet to come.

Before his wild journey of more than two decades ended, Carbo (and, to a lesser degree, his number one associate, Blinky Palermo) would extort as many as a hundred managers and fighters, fix hundreds of fights, bribe dozens of boxing judges, and turn boxing in general—and the lightweights, welters, and middles in particular—into a personal cash cow.

To understand how it was done, I offer again the testimony of Gilzenberg, who was clearly in a position to know. Gilzenberg, who had earlier been involved in the certification of Primo Carnera for Owney Madden, would meet Carbo for the first time a half decade later in 1935.

On April 12, 1933, Frankie Carbo walked off the elevator on an upper floor at the Carteret Hotel in Elizabeth, New Jersey, and entered a suite shared by bootleggers Max Greenberg and Max Haskell. What followed is somewhat unclear because every witness came down with a remarkable case of amnesia when it came to indictment time. All that can be said with certainty is that the pair had apparently tried to catch a lot of bullets with their stomachs. When the cops arrived they found them just a little bit dead. Two years later in 1935, Carbo was arrested, winding up in the Union County jail for six months (he would later walk away a free man when the cops discovered no witnesses and no gun).

At this time, Gilzenberg, who was managing fighters on his own and promoting fights weekly from a neighborhood fight club, Laurel Garden in Newark, New Jersey, realized he needed a main event for February 1936. Suddenly, with Carbo in jail, the possibility of a fight in February looked a lot brighter for Gilzenberg. Carbo’s fighter, Eddie Babe Risko, was due to fight, and the commissions were clamoring to take his title unless he defended it soon. Gilzenberg visited the Union County Jail and asked to see Carbo. Remarkably, he was told by the desk sergeant, “I’ll see if he’s busy.”

Carbo agreed to five minutes. When Gilzenberg was ushered inside, this is what he saw:

“The cell door was opened wide, Carbo was getting a manicure and a uniformed waiter from Newark’s only five-star restaurant [The Tavern] was setting a table for his dinner.

“‘What the hell do you want?’ he demanded. ‘I am very busy. You better talk fast.’

“‘You are going to lose the middleweight title unless you listen to me. I got a guy named Tony Fisher who your guy will have no trouble beating. Fight him at my joint in Newark and get the boxing officials off your back.’

“‘All right. You got it. Now get the hell outta here. Go over to Brooklyn and see Joey A, and tell him Mr. Gray give you the okay.’”

So Gilzenberg went down to a night club on Pineapple Street to see Joey A, better known on assorted police blotters as Joey Adonis.

“I tell him I want to make the Risko–Fisher fight,” Gilzenberg reported to me, “and he tells me, ‘So make it.’

“So I say, ‘Just like that?’ and he says, ‘Yeah, just like that. Usual rules, of course.’

“‘What usual rules?’ I ask.

“‘Your guy wins, we own him.’

“‘When do I get him back?’

“‘When your guy loses.’”

Risko won easily by unanimous decision to keep the title.

Carbo rolled on. Years later in 1941, one of his colleagues at Murder, Inc., Abe “Twist” Reles, agreed to testify against Carbo in a separate murder case involving the killing of informant Harry Greenberg in 1939. The cops took Reles into protective custody and stashed him at the Half Moon Hotel in Coney Island on an upper floor with appropriate police protection—they said. Reles and the cop with him shared room service. That night, according to his protector, Reles suddenly tried to reach the ground floor without the benefit of an elevator, a staircase, or a parachute. What was left of him was ruled a suicide. Once again, Carbo was a free man.

Meanwhile, a significant sub-plot involving boxing and the mob was playing out to new heights. It had begun with the valid economic cliché that whoever controlled the heavyweight champion controlled all of boxing, and by extension Madison Square Garden, its stage. First, there had been Tex Rickard, who ran boxing through Jack Dempsey and his manager, Doc Kearns, and who actually built a new and larger Madison Square Garden in 1925. Rickard was also responsible for the first million-dollar fight when Dempsey fought Georges Carpentier in Jersey City.

In 1936, a former ticket scalper named Mike Jacobs, got the right to promote the Joe Louis–James Braddock championship fight. By then, Jacobs was the sole owner of his corporation, the Twentieth Century Sporting Club, which was challenging Madison Square Garden for boxing supremacy. Louis, who was promoted by Jacobs, won, and as a result Jacobs became “the man” at the Garden. It was no accident that the area between the arena and the Hotel Forest (another hangout) soon became known as Jacobs Beach.

It stayed that way until Jacobs had a stroke and was bought out. In search of a man who could restore the building to its traditional boxing stature, the board of directors reached out to James D. Norris. With Louis available, Norris did not need to develop his own heavyweight champ. He had something far better. After a meeting at Kearns’s home, with Carbo as well as Louis’s friend and Norris’s assistant, Truman Gibson, present, Norris formed a new secret and evil partnership.

Norris was president of the International Boxing Club of New York from 1949 to 1958. He ran boxing at the Garden and occasionally elsewhere, with a little help from his new friend Carbo. Part of the deal, which was scrupulously observed, was the agreement that they would never be seen together in public. Gibson would be the go-between. As an addendum to their agreement, a woman named Viola Masters, with no apparent public qualifications but one major private one, received forty-five thousand dollars over a three-year period from Madison Square Garden as a “consultant.”Her husband was Frankie Carbo. Viola had never seen a fight.

When Carbo was in town, you could generally find him sitting with a cup of coffee alone at a table in what was then named the Garden Cafeteria. It was catty-corner across Eighth Avenue from Madison Square Garden. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, it was packed with college basketball fans. On Friday nights it was filled by the hungry on their way to fight night at the Garden. On Sundays and Wednesdays, the hockey nuts took over. But on weekdays, rain or shine, it was Mr. Gray’s office.
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