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    Praise for Dark Trade


  




  Winner of the William Hill Sports Book of the Year Award, 1996




  ‘An extraordinary achievement’ Independent on Sunday




  ‘An intense, perceptive and brilliantly-written book’ Time Out




  ‘Outstanding . . . captures the drama, dedication and inevitable despair of boxing’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘McRae brings to the highly charged, obsessive world of professional boxing a novelist’s eye and ear for revealing detail . . . a vividly rendered, immensely readable

  book’ Joyce Carol Oates,




  Los Angeles Times




  Praise for Winter Colours




  Shortlisted for the William Hill


Sports Book of the Year Award, 1998




  ‘Simply the best book on rugby union ever written’ Guardian




  ‘A memorable, epic journey through the sport’ Sunday Times




  ‘A work that stands head and shoulders above any rival’




  The Times




  ‘This grand oeuvre is the best book on rugby to hit the shelves since Stephen Jones’s Endless Winter. McRae spent a year rubbing shoulders with the

  world’s heroic rugby figures . . . he achieves a level of intimacy that eludes many others’ Independent










  

    Donald McRae was born in South Africa in 1961. He worked as a teacher in Soweto for two years before moving to London in 1984. He writes for the Guardian, and has won

    numerous awards for his journalism. He is also the author of eight books. Dark Trade: Lost in Boxing and In Black & White both won the William Hill Sports Book of the Year

    prize, while Winter Colours: Changing Seasons in World Rugby was shortlisted for the award. All three of his sports books have been re-issued in 2014 with new material.


  




  Also re-issued in 2014 are Every Second Counts, the story of Christiaan Barnard and the race to transplant the first human heart, and The Old Devil, the biography of American

  lawyer Clarence Darrow. His family memoir of growing up in apartheid South Africa, Under Our Skin, is also available from Simon & Schuster.




  Donald McRae lives with his family just outside London. He is currently working on his next book, about the boxer Emile Griffith, which will be published in 2015.
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  Prologue




  Snapshots




  Chicago, 11 July 2000




  Ruth Owens gazed at the photograph in her small study. She sat quietly on the old rocking chair, her hands resting in her lap, as she held the black-and-white snapshot –

  an image of Jesse Owens and Joe Louis relaxing together on a sunlit wall in 1935. As they stared back at her, their contrasting expressions frozen in the dark frame, Ruth’s face suddenly

  brightened at the sight of her young husband and his friend in their dazzling new suits.




  ‘Oh my,’ she said. ‘I sure am glad I dressed up now . . .’




  Ruth wore a red trouser-suit and silver shoes. She had brushed back her hair, touched up her lipstick and slipped on a thin gold necklace. Ruth was eighty-five years old. Jesse and Joe, in the

  quivering snapshot, were both only twenty-one. They were already famous. Jesse Owens was the world’s greatest runner and jumper. Joe Louis was the deadliest fighter on the planet. They were

  about to create some of the most celebrated moments in sporting history.




  In August 1936, in front of Hitler and an imposing phalanx of Nazi commanders, Jesse Owens won an unprecedented four gold medals at the Olympic Stadium in Berlin. His athletic brilliance was

  rivalled only by the ideological resonance of a young black man like him, descended from sharecroppers and slaves, denting the myth of Aryan supremacy. Joe Louis’s two fights against Max

  Schmeling in New York, in the summers of 1936 and 1938, were as politically-loaded and dramatic. His crushing defeat of the German boxer in their second encounter provided the momentum for a

  peerless twelve-year reign as the heavyweight champion of the world.




  Ruth sighed as her bony fingers traced the outline of Jesse’s face. She then tapped Joe on the shoulder as if to say hello to his old pal. ‘Look at them,’ Ruth said,

  ‘they already got that shine about them. You can just tell they’re going places.’




  Jesse’s face was split open by his familiar smile. Joe, his lips parted slightly, had dropped his usual deadpan mask and seemed mildly amused.




  They lived in strange and bleak times. America was divided into two separate and unequal worlds. ‘Negroes’ were barred from white schools, hotels, restaurants, parks and beaches.

  They sat in the ‘coloured’ carriages of trains and the back seats of buses. It was the same in sport. No Negro had ever been allowed to play major league baseball. Another twelve years

  would pass before their disciple and friend, Jackie Robinson, could make his momentous debut for the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. Other professional sports were also sealed tight and white. The ban

  against black players in American football would stretch to 1946; and in basketball to 1950.




  Boxing was a curious exception. Black men, under restricted circumstances, were allowed to fight white men. Yet twenty years had passed since the reviled Jack Johnson had lost his world

  heavyweight title. He had been the first Negro to hold the championship and, since his fall in 1915, no black man had even been allowed to lodge a challenge for the heavyweight crown.




  The track was similarly confined. The American Olympic team in 1928 was exclusively white. In 1932, at the Los Angeles Olympics, only four black athletes were picked for the home track team.

  Even the most successful of that quartet, Eddie Tolan, who won gold in both the 100m and 200m, remained an invisible man in white America.




  Jesse Owens and Joe Louis changed everything. In 1935 they became the first black stars in American sport, busting open the country in a way not even performers like Paul Robeson and Bill

  ‘Bojangles’ Robinson, or Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington could rival. Jesse and Joe tried not to think too much about the terrible burden of their breakthrough, for sometimes it felt

  as if they carried the weight of an entire race of people on their shoulders.




  ‘Jesse was not an angry or a bitter man,’ Ruth said. ‘Neither was Joe. They didn’t hate anyone. They just wanted to make something of themselves. They were real proud.

  They might seem quiet if you put ’em next to any of these modern fellers you got today – but quietness don’t diminish pride.




  ‘I switch on my television now and whenever a game comes on I see black fellers in starring roles. Black men look like they rule sport in this country now. It’s the only area where

  they are right on top. It was nothing like that in the 1930s. America was white and that was that. I can’t say it bothered me much. Like everyone, I just knew it didn’t do you no good

  to dream of making it to the big time. It was impossible. And then, y’know, along came Jesse and along came Joe . . .’




  I travelled to Chicago in the summer of 2000 with the story of a race echoing through my head. Six months earlier I had discovered it by chance. On 4 July 1938, only two weeks

  after destroying Max Schmeling, Joe Louis had raced against Jesse Owens. An image of the poker-faced and flat-footed world heavyweight champion running against the flying and smiling ‘Fastest

  Man On Earth’ fascinated and bewildered me. Why were they racing against each other in such an unequal contest? What had driven them to such burlesque – especially so soon after they

  had supposedly conquered the world?




  I remembered the famous photograph of Owens breasting a ribbon of tape as he won the 200m final, and his third gold medal, in Berlin. His nearest grimacing rival, five metres adrift, looked

  trapped in agony. Owens, however, offered a study of grace and beauty. I had also seen Louis’s one-round demolition of Schmeling again and again. It was a reminder that boxing had once

  mattered to tens of millions of people.




  I began to piece together my limited knowledge of Owens’s post-Olympic career. I knew that, sometime after Berlin, he had ended up running against horses, motorbikes and, as I had just

  learned, Joe Louis. But what had happened to Jesse Owens to take him down that shadowy road? And who could have persuaded the famously stoical Louis to confront Owens in a circus sideshow?




  I found a brief report of their race in a sixty-two-year-old edition of the Chicago Defender. The bare details were enough to floor me.




  Jesse and Joe had been born within eight months of each other in Alabama. They were the grandsons of slaves and the sons of sharecroppers. They both stammered. Their families moved north in the

  1920s, and then they discovered themselves in sport – Jesse as a runner on the sidewalks of Cleveland and Joe as a fighter in a Detroit gym. They soon realised how much they also loved pretty

  girls and swanky clothes.




  There were stark differences. Joe never smiled in public; Jesse rarely stopped grinning. Jesse looked as if he had found paradise as he ran ‘smooth as the west wind’, and for free,

  on the amateur track; Joe marched silently into the obscenely-moneyed and gangster-ridden world of professional boxing. Joe was surrounded by an all-black entourage; Jesse’s mentors and

  coaches were white. Jesse had made it to college; Joe was dismissed as a virtual illiterate. Joe said little in public; Jesse loved the idea of becoming a motivational speaker. And, of course, Joe

  was a ferocious puncher while Jesse was a serene runner and jumper.




  Within months of meeting each other in the mid-1930s they became heroic figures – and the first black men to scale that American summit of adulation. They faced triumph and despair within

  an extraordinary twenty-two-month period. The thrill and significance of Owens’s four gold medals were soon tarnished, while Louis’s encounters with Schmeling were brutal exercises in

  humiliating defeat and exhilarating victory. They were revered for their patriotism in World War II and yet, in the more militant 1960s, they were derided as ‘Uncle Toms’. Jesse and

  Joe, who had been friends for forty-five years, both died at the age of sixty-six.




  Apart from also running against trains and dogs and baseball players for money, Owens had been a bankrupt dry-cleaner, a sacked suit-salesman, a slick public speaker and an admired government

  representative around the world. He had been hounded by the IRS and followed by the FBI. Owens had been forced down this path of confusion only a week after he won his last gold medal in Berlin.

  His refusal to continue a post-Olympic barnstorming tour across Europe, and his interest in the commercial opportunities emerging in the wake of Berlin, resulted in him being banned for life as

  ‘a professional’ by vengeful American athletics administrators.




  ‘They took away his career,’ his daughter Marlene Owens Rankin told me in Chicago. ‘They took away his life. Today it would be the same as some administrator telling Tiger

  Woods his career is over. Can you imagine how Tiger Woods would have felt, and how the rest of the world would have reacted, if he had been told at the age of twenty-two that he could never again

  participate in serious competition? It seems ridiculous now when you consider the multi-million deals that await any athlete who wins the Olympic 100m gold. But America was very different in 1936.

  On the one hand Jesse was being touted as this legend who had beaten Hitler. Yet he was continually reminded that he was not so special. He was still black.’




  Unlike Owens, Louis had been forced to fight on for years after he should have retired. He held the world title between 1937 and 1949 and made twenty-five successful championship defences. It is

  a record which will almost certainly never be broken, and yet he ended up destitute. Hunted by the IRS, Joe Louis was reduced to wrestling, pretending to be a lion-tamer in a circus and working the

  TV game-show circuit. His debt was in the millions as he slid helplessly into drug addiction and a psychiatric institution.




  At the same time, Louis’s name was invoked by black leaders from Martin Luther King to Malcolm X. There is no more chilling or heartbreaking tribute to the impact of Louis on America than

  the anecdote related by King in 1964. Recalling the day when a young black American on Death Row was gassed, King told how the condemned man fell to his knees and cried: ‘Save me Joe

  Louis, save me Joe Louis, save me Joe Louis . . .’




  Their entwined legacy has a long way to run yet. Carl Lewis equalled Owens’s medal haul at the 1984 Games in Los Angeles without evoking a similar resonance. Lewis had an expansive and

  lucrative career. He did not have to race horses. He did not have to run against Mike Tyson. He did not have to move into the laundry business or work in a suit store. Instead, Lewis became a

  different kind of salesman. He made commercials for fast cars and rubber tyres. He marketed himself relentlessly. Lewis became impossibly rich – and unpopular. In Newsweek, in 1984, he

  was described as ‘a master self-promoter . . . a fabled loner with a whining attitude’. That damning assessment concluded that ‘mere records do not make legends’.

  Lewis’s LA achievements, after all, lacked the historical context of Berlin in 1936.




  That same legacy made Joe Louis the most significant American sportsman of the last century. Only Muhammad Ali can claim to have had as profound an impact. Ali flowered and then flamed at the

  height of the Civil Rights movement. Louis cut a more solitary figure as he stoically punched his way to glory in an overwhelmingly white world in the 1930s and 1940s. The political changes Joe

  Louis instilled into American life were breathtaking.




  In Chicago, Ruth Owens told me her memories of Joe and, especially, of Jesse. I then spoke to Joe’s son, the equally impressive Joe Louis Barrow Jr, who also knew Jesse

  from his years in Chicago. ‘Jesse and my father,’ Joe Jr said, ‘were pioneers. They challenged and changed America’s conscience. Out of the terrible adversity and suffering

  of Jesse and Joe came real beauty and courage. And at least they were not alone. They had each other. They were great friends.’




  This book is largely about that friendship. And so, from my starting point in Chicago, I tracked them to Cleveland and Columbus and Detroit and Ann Arbor, and moved through New York, Washington

  DC and Los Angeles, via Berlin and Havana, before ending up with them in the desert in Phoenix and Las Vegas. In each city there were new voices and old memories. Some of those I spoke to have

  since died – like Ruth Owens and Eddie Futch, Joe’s friend and sparring partner in Detroit who became boxing’s most legendary trainer. Others, from Earl ‘Wimpy’ Potts,

  one of Jesse’s neighbours in Columbus, Ohio, to Amber Young, a foster-daughter of Joe and Martha Louis, were relatively unknown. Yet they told me stories of such sweet illumination that I

  left them with the certainty that I knew just a little more about Jesse and Joe.




  The same principle applied when I undertook the more ghostly task of hearing the voices of those who had died before I could meet them. I had the precious opportunity to use a small pile of

  tapes, loaned to me by the good and the generous, of private interviews with their departed friends and rivals – from Eulace Peacock, Dave Albritton and Marty Glickman to Freddie Guinyard,

  Rocky Marciano and Billy Conn.




  Although both Jesse Owens and Joe Louis have been dead for over twenty years, this book attempts a journey of discovery. I came to write it with a fierce longing to know what lay behind

  Jesse’s smile when he was reduced to racing horses or dogs. I tried to find out what Joe felt, beneath the deadpan stare, after another draining world championship fight saw him hailed by

  millions as the saviour of his race. How deep was the emotional cost, to both men, of facing personal trauma and glory with the same public demeanour? Did they still smile or stay deadpan when some

  of those who followed, like Muhammad Ali or Tommie Smith, rejected them and their old-fashioned ways? Which great sporting figure today would survive such a shifting reality?




  As the wondering gave way to the writing, and my admiration or affection for Jesse and Joe rose anew with each page, so I came to know them. Uncovering so much new and revealing material about

  their friendship and shared fate, it felt to me as if they were alive again. Whether clamping on my earphones as I listened to them talk on old tapes, or watching them laughing and moving a few

  feet away from me on a small television screen on my desk, their voices echoed through the room in which this book was written. I listened closely to them as I wrote, in the hope that those voices

  would also fill the pages which follow. When I neared the end, and as my own time with them drifted away, I realised how much I was going to miss them. It was then that I felt happiest with this

  book. I knew that this story, once more, had become their own. It belongs again to Jesse and to Joe.










  PART ONE




  Dark Stars


  (1935–38)










  Chapter One




  The Race




  Chicago, 4 July 1938




  Jesse Owens woke early that Monday morning, on Independence Day. He knew at once that it had come back to claim him. The same sense of dread had followed him from Berlin to

  Cleveland and, gathering in force, found him in places as faraway as Albuquerque and Havana. It returned at night, sweeping over him as he slept the empty sleep of an exhausted man in the backroom

  of a black boarding-house on the south side of Chicago.




  He was just twenty-four, and still the fastest man in the world, but Jesse was already worn out. It no longer mattered that he had not run a real race for nearly two years. He was sick of

  running. The dread caught him when least expected; he had not anticipated feeling like this when the streets hummed in celebration of his great and unshakable friend, Joe Louis. Yet, that

  afternoon, Jesse would face Joe in a stunt that now seemed as desolate as it was strange.




  On his way back from the rickety ballpark the night before, his mood light and airy, Jesse had walked with some of the American Giants, a Negro baseball team from Chicago. Their voices boomed

  with wonder as they relived the last terrible seconds when, facing each other in a New York ring two weeks previously, Joe Louis and Max Schmeling had waited for the bell. Inside cramped and hushed

  houses across America, people had gathered anxiously around their box radios. It was as if their own fate would be decided by a struggle between Louis, their cherished Brown Bomber, and Schmeling,

  the German fighter supported by Hitler and every white cracker in America.




  Never before, Jesse said, had so many black voices been as silent as they were in that moment. The only sound was the low-pitched commentary of Clem McCarthy. He described the two fighters

  moving towards each other under the hot lights of Yankee Stadium, just across the river from Harlem. They were all in the ring then, with Joe, as the bell rang.




  Two minutes later, they erupted. In Chicago, just as in Harlem, people ran from their homes. They ran into the black summer night. They took to the streets, howling ‘Ah told ya so! Ah

  told ya so!’ as if they had never doubted that Schmeling would be shattered by King Joe. Some of the men and women who poured down South Parkway pasted the phrase on themselves.

  ‘Ah told ya so!’ was printed in large black letters on sheets of watermelon-pink paper which, with little strips of tape, they stuck to their shirts and dresses. The words danced

  in front of them as they ran, still screaming at anyone they saw: ‘Ah told ya so! Ah told ya so!’




  They were joined by ramshackle bands who beat out a delirious noise on wash tubs and steel trashcans as they swung up Indiana Avenue and across 43rd Street. Car horns blared in time with the

  marching players. Tiny girls bobbed on the sidewalks as older boys emptied bottles in a gulp – ‘Do it for Joe!’ they yelped – before smashing the coloured glass in

  front of the watching policemen.




  Harlem had shimmied in similar ecstasy, especially at those haunts where Jesse and Joe hung out – the Cotton Club, the Memo Club and Small’s Paradise, where the girls were lovely and

  the gangsters were deadly. On the streets, 100,000 black men and women rushed up and down Lenox and Seventh Avenues. One of them, forty-year-old Jacob Enlow, bawled out a single name –

  ‘Joe Louis! Joe Louis! Joe Louis!’ – until he dropped dead on the street. The rest raved on until a pale dawn took the edge off their historic partying.




  Jesse was at his happiest when he thought about everything he and Joe had achieved over the last three years. Ever since the summer of 1935, when they became the two most famous Negroes in

  America, the most renowned black men in the world, Jesse and Joe had been more than just friends. They were a team, two brothers from Alabama, the perfect match of a blistering runner and an

  ice-cold fighter.




  Jesse pulled out the newspapers he’d shoved into his suitcase. No matter how hard he tried, he rarely got round to reading much. Jesse kept on collecting papers though, sometimes tearing

  out clippings for the scrapbooks he and Ruth had started before they were even married. Lately, as the piles of cuttings grew and the newest scrapbooks remained untouched, he had begun to limit his

  quick scour to material he might use in his speeches. Having conquered his childhood stammer, he was becoming increasingly accustomed to talking through a microphone to the crowds who turned out to

  watch his exhibition races. Jesse always spoke in rousing terms, mostly about the four gold medals he had won in the 1936 Berlin Olympics or the way in which Joe Louis inspired every Negro in

  America. Jesse liked to pepper his chat with uplifting quotes, but it wasn’t easy finding encouraging copy in the white newspapers.




  Even though the papers were full of Joe Louis, their reports were often twisted. The latest edition of the black weekly, the Pittsburgh Courier, had pieced together the views of the

  country’s leading sportswriters to offer an overview of Joe’s impact on white America. Jesse did not always recognise his friend in print. Joe Louis could fight better than anyone on

  the planet but, no matter how hard he hit a man between the ropes, he was the softest guy you’d ever meet. The press turned him into something different.




  Jesse began to underline some sentences. For Dan Parker, of the New York Daily Mirror, ‘Louis has finally come into his estate as a great world’s champion. If anyone doubts

  his greatness after his masterful job last night, he’s plain plumb prejudiced.’ Yet Henry McLemore, the United Press columnist, was appalled by the sight of ‘this ruthless,

  unmerciful killer’. Louis had become ‘a jungle man, as completely primitive as any savage, out to destroy a thing he hates’.




  O.B. Keeler’s report in the Atlanta Journal turned into a lament. ‘Joe Louis is the heavyweight champion of the world and, so far as this correspondent can see, there is

  nothing to be done about it. Our fastest runners are coloured boys, and our longest jumpers and our highest jumpers.’ In the Chicago Daily News, Hugh S. Johnson tried to answer Keeler.

  ‘It is nothing for us to weep about and seek white hopes. These black boys are Americans – a whole lot more distinctly so than more recently arrived citizens of, say, the Schmeling

  type. There should be just as much pride in their progress and prowess under our system as in the triumph of any other American. For all their misfortunes and shortcomings they are our people

  – Negroes, yes, but our Negroes.’




  Even if his last competitive race had been on 15 August 1936, when he completed the third leg of a meaningless relay for an American team in London, Jesse had not forgotten what it felt like to

  be a champion. He was only twenty-two when American officials banned him, a day after that London race. Jesse was branded a ‘professional’ – which, on the track, was a word

  even more damning than ‘nigger’. Sometimes he thought his heart would crack if he considered the full and bitter truth. He would never run or jump in competition again.




  In the first week of August 1936, Jesse Owens had dominated the Nazi Olympics in a way they said would never be matched. Each day had begun with Hitler’s gleaming

  entourage of Mercedes convertibles sweeping through Berlin. Ecstatic Germans raised their right arms and shouted, ‘Heil Hitler!’ Thomas Wolfe, a young American reporter, wrote

  that ‘something like a wind across a field of grass was shaken through that crowd’.




  Inside the massive stadium, surrounded by black and red swastikas fluttering against a leaden sky, Hitler, Goebbels, Göring, Himmler and a hundred thousand more Germans stared down from a

  towering height at the Olympic star – a young Negro who came from the cotton-fields of Alabama.




  Hitler wanted the Games to showcase Aryan superiority. In America, Jesse’s talent was also described in racial terms. The US team’s sprint coach, Dean Cromwell, believed that

  ‘the Negro athlete excels because he is closer to the primitive than the white athlete. It was not so long ago that his ability to sprint and jump was a life-and-death matter to him in the

  jungle. His muscles are pliable and his easy-going disposition is a valuable aid to the mental and physical relaxation that a runner and jumper must have.’




  Jesse Owens won gold in the 100m, the 200m, the long jump and the 4×100m relay. Sitting in the American Ambassador’s box, Wolfe whooped with delight. His excitement supposedly

  outraged Hitler. The writer’s own attitude was more revealing: ‘Owens was black as tar, but what the hell. It was our team and I thought he was wonderful. I was proud of him so I

  yelled.’




  Nine days later, Jesse Owens was ruined as an athlete. Dan Ferris, the Secretary of the American Athletic Union (AAU), sneered his confirmation in Berlin: ‘Owens is finished.’

  Jesse had been locked in struggle ever since. In January 1938, he had again approached the AAU, convinced they would relent and lift his ban. He was wrong. They insisted he was a professional

  – and yet he was broke.




  In order to survive, Jesse accepted a job as a cloakroom attendant – on a wage of $30 a month. The four-times Olympic champion was responsible for cleaning the cloakroom at a public pool

  in Cleveland. He relied then on a saying he thought was almost profound: ‘while a man needs only three muscles to smile, it takes twenty-six muscles to frown’. Jesse smiled. He told his

  jokes. He tried to be the best cloakroom attendant they had ever seen – just as he would try to be the best exhibition runner, nightclub entertainer, political speechmaker and basketball

  manager.




  In June 1938 he became a playground supervisor for the Department of Recreation in Cleveland. The pay was a little better and the job title a little snazzier. But keeping an eye on the swings

  and slides, even for $1,100 a year, was not quite what he’d had in mind when the offers first poured in from Berlin.




  Most nights, after work, he jumped into his car and headed for another game or a show. Jesse ran against greyhounds and horses, with names like Sweet Harmony and Heartbreaker, in Akron and

  Alliance. He’d also been one of the prime attractions at the first game of major league baseball to be played at night in New York. On 15 June he drove from Cleveland to Brooklyn, and made it

  just in time to pick up a newspaper before he reached Ebberts Field late that afternoon. One of the clippings still lay in his suitcase, waiting to be stuck to the pages of a scrapbook. The words

  touched something inside him. Previewing the groundbreaking night clash, the New York Post argued that the Brooklyn Dodgers and the Cincinnati Reds would be upstaged by one man.




  ‘They will see a graceful, superbly-built Negro running and jumping in the gathering darkness. They may not recognise him immediately, but every ball player will know him as soon as they

  hear his name. For that will be Jesse Owens, two short years ago an international athletics celebrity, making $100 for the night. And it isn’t every night, every week or every month that

  Owens picks up an extra hundred. By all odds the most famous athlete on the field, Owens will also be the least fortunate. He attained a degree of proficiency in his sport far above the reach of

  any Dodger or Red in baseball when he won four gold medals at the Olympic Games . . . tonight Owens will be on display for half an hour. He will give handicaps to ball players in a 100-yard dash.

  He will skip over a flight of low hurdles and try to beat ball players who are running 120 yards on the flat. He will give an exhibition of broad jumping. The holder of six world records will be

  one of the trained seals rounding out the show. It’s a terrific come-down, but it’s a living.’




  Three weeks on, in Chicago, Jesse would put on another show with Joe Louis. There would be a swell crowd, the place would be jumping. Most would be there to see Joe, but he and Jesse would do it

  together. The promoters had tagged it The Fastest Man in the World vs the Heavyweight Champion of the World!




  This kind of life would not last for ever. A couple of strangers had turned up a few months before and promised Jesse a fresh start. They were taking him to the cleaners. He felt the old tug of

  excitement as he imagined telling Joe the news. Joe would grin when he heard that Jesse was moving into the laundry business. This side of Jesse Owens, Joe Louis was the sharpest dresser around.

  His dozens of suits, full of checks, stripes and plaid, were cut especially for him by Billy Taub in New York. He dazzled when he strolled along in those ‘swagger-style’ suits while

  wearing green socks and two-tone shoes. Joe even stuck notes on his mirror, reminding him when and where he had last worn a particular outfit.




  The cleaning game was right up their street. Jesse already had the address of his first store, the name and the logo. On Cedar Avenue in east Cleveland, the Jesse Owens Dry Cleaning Company

  would offer A 7-Hour Service by the World’s Fastest Man! How could he lose?




  Joe Louis headed for the ballpark, and his race against Jesse Owens, in high style. He wore a wide-brimmed cream trilby, trimmed in black, an emerald green jacket with a gold

  silk handkerchief peeking from the breast pocket, a crisp white shirt, dark green riding breeches and camel-coloured boots. The champ had spent the morning at Washington Park, on the far side of

  south Chicago, with his favourite horses, MacDonald’s Choice and Bing Crosby.




  It was his first chance to ride them since they’d returned from the inaugural Negro Horse Show. His black managers John Roxborough and Julian Black had, as usual, done an immaculate job,

  hosting the show of sixteen horses at the Utica Riding and Hunt Club, a suburban livery stable with a large outdoor parade ring thirty miles from Detroit. On 26 June, four days after he had put Max

  Schmeling into hospital, Joe competed in the Owner Ridden Class and picked up a third place. Even that yellow rosette, on MacDonald’s Choice, gave Joe a bang – but it was nothing like

  watching Bing Crosby. He was some horse, worth every cent of the $1,500 Joe had paid for him. Joe let one of the experts ride Bing at Utica, just to see what he could do. He won two first places.

  Joe thought it would be a blast to tell the real Bing Crosby, when they finally made that golf date the Hollywood crooner kept planning, about his victorious namesake.




  That morning in Washington Park, however, he’d thought more about Jesse than Bing. Joe had about the same chance of outrunning the fastest man as Jesse had of staying on his feet in the

  ring with the world heavyweight champion. It was a joke, a cheap $50 stunt. Joe didn’t need the money. He’d made $350,000 for two minutes and four seconds of work against Schmeling.




  In 1936, while Joe recovered from the excruciating pain of losing to Schmeling the first time round, Jesse paid the Germans back big time. He hurt them when they were still crowing about

  Schmeling and the way he had clobbered ‘der Neger’. When Jesse came back from Berlin, there was wild talk of movies and prime-time radio shows. Joe’s pal, Bojangles

  Robinson, the tap-dancing ace who had been the first Negro to crack Hollywood, stepped in to help Jesse. There was nothing Bojangles didn’t know about the entertainment industry, whether

  stomping through a season at the Savoy or starring alongside little Shirley Temple in her latest curly-haired smash. Yet one offer after another faded away. In the end Bojangles got Jesse a deal to

  lead an orchestra – but Jesse was a runner and a jumper rather than a singer and dancer. It soon went wrong.




  Jesse ran against his first horse in Cuba in December 1936. Bojangles’s manager, Marty Forkins, had taken over Jesse’s affairs. Marty thought Jesse should run for cash against

  anything that moved fast – whether a horse or a dog, a train or a motorbike. Jesse beat the horse, but there wasn’t much pleasure in it.




  Joe hated seeing Jesse out on the exhibition circuit. He was a beautiful runner, and a real smiler. Their friends laughed whenever they saw the two of them together. Jesse would be grinning and

  Joe would be deadpan. They had their reasons.




  Joe Louis, the Brown Bomber, struck fear into fighters. Some of his bouts were decided before the first bell. When they saw his unsmiling face, where the black eyes were still and the mouth

  seemed forever sealed, they knew what he would do to them. The Bomber nailed everyone in the end.




  Roxborough and Black had taught Joe well. He understood that if you were a young nigger paid to knock out white men you did not walk around with a big grin spread across your smacker. Folks

  would think you were taking pleasure in hurting a white fellow. It was safer to keep deadpan.




  They called Joe a robot, assuming he was devoid of human emotion. But he knew what it meant to be afraid. On 4 July 1934, exactly four years earlier, Joe had made his pro debut in Chicago. In a

  dingy dressing-room at the Bacon Casino on the South Side, his black trainer Jack Blackburn spoke softly as he covered Joe’s trembling hands in white gauze: ‘Chappie, it’s mighty

  hard for a coloured boy to win decisions. The dice’s loaded against you. You gotta knock ’em out and keep knockin’ ’em out to get anywheres. Don’t you ever forget

  that.’




  Joe walked through the smoky arena and ducked between the ropes. He looked across the ring at Jack Kracken, an experienced club fighter. Joe could taste his own fear, but he moved to the centre

  of the ring to fight. Joe knocked out Kracken in the first round. He was on his way, having made $59 for the night.




  Art Sykes, his eighth opponent, was one of the few who refused to surrender early. ‘I hit him a hundred times,’ Joe said, ‘but couldn’t keep him down. I didn’t want

  to hit him no more. When he went to the floor in the eighth and got the count, I was glad it was over. But when I left the doctors were still with him in the dressing-room. I called the hospital

  all night to find how he was doing.’




  Sykes survived, but he never fought again. ‘They come in there to give it to me,’ Joe explained. ‘I have to give it back. I can’t say it’s a sorry feeling, but I

  don’t like to do it.’




  Beneath his mask he sometimes felt just as jumpy as he’d been in Black Bottom, that east Detroit ghetto where he first learned that life could be mean and cruel. Joe was thirteen when he

  arrived from Alabama. His southern stutter made him sound like a dumb country nigger to every Black Bottom kid who mocked him.




  Joe had not forgotten how his tongue would trip over certain words. His face twitched with the effort of forcing a word from his mouth as small boys laughed at him. Boxing was different. In the

  ring his breathtakingly quick hands spoke their own fluent language. And whether his opponents spoke English or Italian, German or Spanish, every single one understood the meaning of his punches.

  Joe Louis had discovered a universal eloquence in boxing. He fought with a bright and lucid clarity.




  They called him Poker-Face and Deadpan Joe. His shyness complemented that expressionless look and made it easy for him to follow the advice of Roxy and Black. Insisting that his toughest fight

  would be out in public, his managers instructed him to appear quiet and dignified. ‘And for God’s sake,’ Roxy pleaded at the very start, ‘after you beat a white opponent,

  don’t ever smile!’




  ‘That’s what Jack Johnson did,’ Black added.




  Before Joe won the world heavyweight title in Chicago in the summer of 1937, there had been only one Negro champion in history – Jack Johnson. His reign from 1908 to 1915 made him

  America’s most hated man. Joe had heard all the stories about ‘Papa Jack’. They had been drummed into him as a warning.




  When he used to change for his sparring-sessions, Smiling Jack would stuff a ream of bandages down his tight trunks to make himself appear hugely endowed to startled spectators. The former

  heavyweight king, John L. Sullivan, thundered that ‘the size of a nigger’s penis is not to be discussed in public’.




  On 4 July 1910, on another kind of Independence Day, Johnson had destroyed the Great White Hope, Jim Jeffries, with such contemptuous mastery that race riots spread across the country. Thirteen

  black people, from Macon to Philadelphia, were killed by white gangs. Two days later, in an editorial entitled ‘A Word to the Black Man’, the Los Angeles Daily Times warned

  Johnson and his followers:




  ‘The white man’s mental supremacy is fully established and for the present cannot be taken from him. His superiority does not rest on any huge bulk of muscle, but on brain

  development that has weighed worlds and charmed the most subtle secrets from the heart of nature. Do not point your nose too high. Do not swell your chest too much. Do not boast too loudly. Let not

  your ambition be inordinate or take a wrong direction. Remember, you have done nothing at all. You are the same member of society you were last week. You are on no higher a plane, deserve no new

  consideration, and you will get none.’




  ‘Papa Jack’ was notorious for appearing in public with white prostitutes. And then, soon after he became world champion, he married a young ‘milky-skinned’ Chicago woman

  called Lucille Cameron. When she denied angrily that she had been abducted, the ominously-named Frank Force declared in the Police Gazette that Johnson ‘is the vilest, most despicable

  creature that lives. In all sporting history there never was a human being who so thoroughly deserved the sneers and jeers of his fellow creatures. He has disgusted the American public by flaunting

  in their faces an alliance as bold as it is offensive.’




  In Congress, Georgia’s Republican representative Seaborn A. Roddenberry broke down in tears. He insisted that racial war would ensue if the government failed to prevent ‘sombrehued,

  black-skinned, thick-lipped, bull-necked, brutal-hearted Africans’ from corrupting white women. To feverish applause from a packed house, Roddenberry concluded that Johnson’s marriage

  ‘is repulsive and averse to every sentiment of pure American spirit. It is abhorrent and repugnant to the very principles of a pure Saxon government. It is subversive to social peace. It is

  destructive of moral supremacy, and ultimately this slavery of white women to black beasts will bring this nation to a conflict as fatal and as bloody as ever reddened the soil of Virginia or

  crimsoned the mountain paths of Pennsylvania.’




  The champion was forced into exile. After losing his title in dubious circumstances to Jess Willard in Havana, Cuba, in 1915, Johnson was imprisoned on his return to America for contravening the

  Mann Act which forbade the ‘interstate or foreign transportation of women for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery’. Willard declared that he would never again fight a Negro.

  Grantland Rice, the famed sportswriter, celebrated the new champion’s stance in purple prose: ‘The Big Shadow over the fight game has been lifted at last. When Jess Willard wrested the

  chaplet of apple blossoms from the sable brow of Jack Johnson, he did something more than restore the heavyweight championship to the Caucasian caravanserie. For beyond this, he swept away the big

  barrier which had clogged the game’s popularity for five years.’




  At the Horse Show in Utica, Roxy and Black had shown Joe a newspaper article Johnson had supposedly written. After four long years in which Johnson had constantly undermined Joe, supporting his

  white opponents with poisoned zeal, the former champion recanted. In the Pittsburgh Courier on 25 June, three days after the destruction of Schmeling, Johnson said, ‘I am forced to

  reverse my opinion about Joe Louis.’ He now argued that ‘no man could face Joe and live’.




  Every hardship on Joe’s way to the title seemed to have something to do with Johnson – and the need to appear his direct opposite. Joe had to be a fighter who never raised his arms

  or smiled triumphantly, a man who was meant to be without desire. It was lucky for Joe that he’d learned the art of discretion almost as soon as the girls started chasing him.




  Jesse understood. They each had a beautiful black wife. Within a few months of each other, in 1935, Jesse married his childhood sweetheart Ruth Solomons and Joe the gorgeous Marva Trotter. Amid

  all the hard work on the road they hit the town together, discreetly, and had their fun. Joe’s managers were still keen that he should describe a simpler picture of married life. In February

  1938, they arranged for an article to be printed under his name in Liberty. They called it ‘Why Married Men Become Champions’.




  ‘My wife answered the telephone,’ Joe’s feature began. ‘“Honey,” she said, returning to the den where she had been playing the piano, “your friend Jesse

  Owens just arrived in town with a basketball team. Invite him out to dinner. Get up a stag party for him tonight.” Would I invite Jesse Owens out? Let me at that telephone! Soon the party was

  all arranged and we gathered in my apartment to show a great champion and a grand fellow a good time . . . And I thought how swell it was being married and owning my own home where I could

  entertain friends. Now suppose I was a bachelor and wanted to show a friend like Jesse Owens he was welcome in Chicago. I’d probably have taken him to some public place for dinner and some

  scandalmonger would say: “Look, Joe Louis is stepping out.” That would fire a chain of rumours, and before long people would have me doing things unbecoming to a world heavyweight

  champion.’




  Joe revealed how he and Jesse stayed in peak shape. ‘Jesse said to me, “Joe, I can’t understand Gene Tunney at all. He says Max Schmeling will knock you out again because he

  says you haven’t kept yourself in the best condition. Now I’ve been around with you a lot and the only dissipation you ever did was to eat an extra dish of ice-cream.”’




  He couldn’t quite remember when he and Jesse started throwing around words like ‘dissipation’, whatever the hell that meant, but Joe pressed on to claim that married men made

  the best athletes. Jesse explained the reason. ‘Joe, the best thing I ever did was get married. When a man is married to the right girl and happy with his home, why he doesn’t think

  about gallivanting around. So when he has a job to do – like breaking a record – he doesn’t mess around with it. He breaks the record.’




  Liberty were less interested in the fact that no matter how fast Jesse Owens ran these days he was lost to sport. Instead of racing against the best sprinters in the world, Jesse would

  line up that afternoon against Joe Louis. The only record they might make would be the yawning distance separating two champions when the winner hit the tape. Joe winced at the thought of the

  looming embarrassment.




  The two men sat on a hard wooden bench in the front row of American Giants Park. Jesse had pulled on a crimson vest and white shorts. Joe, despite having removed his green

  jacket beneath the hot sun, still wore his riding kit. The fighter ate his second ice-cream of the afternoon. Joe, like Jesse, was twenty-four years old. He seemed oblivious to the fact that almost

  7,000 pairs of eyes focused on him.




  ‘Feelin’ confident, champ?’ Jesse joked as the heavyweight brought the mound of melting strawberry to his mouth.




  Joe looked up in surprise, before suddenly remembering that they were only ten minutes away from the race. ‘Well,’ he drawled, ‘one more o’ these babies ain’t gonna

  make no difference . . .’




  Pink ice-cream trickled down the sides of the cone. Joe sucked in a blob from the top before he cleaned up the cone with his tongue. Joe’s friend, Mack Jones, burst out laughing. ‘My

  money’s still on you, Joe,’ Mack yelled as he clapped the champion on the back.




  On Saturday night, while Joe had hit the Savoy on South Parkway to watch the Chicago girls rip through the hot new dance they called the ‘Joe Louis Victory Shuffle’, Jesse had

  strutted through four less glamorous charmers. In a broad jump display he leapt 24 feet and 8 inches. It was more than two feet down on his world record but he had been jumping alone and had little

  incentive to stretch himself. He then ran against John Lewis, the former Wayne University star. While Lewis ran a flat hundred, Jesse had to clear eight low hurdles over the same distance. It was

  tight, but Lewis won by a yard in a time of 10.1 seconds. Jesse then beat five local softball aces over 120 yards after he had given each a ten-yard start. And then, for his last dash, he took on

  Milton Byers who played for Joe’s travelling softball team, the Brown Bombers.




  Joe knew how fast Milton could run but even a five-yard start was not enough to save him over a hundred. Jesse was two yards ahead at the end. They announced his time at nine seconds flat. Jesse

  had run well; but it hadn’t been that quick. He called over Eddie Tolan, the 1932 Olympic champion in both the 100m and 200m. Tolan, roped in to act as an ‘official judge’,

  insisted that they measure out the length of the track. He stood over the guys holding the measuring tape to ensure they got it right. They did this time. The track was five yards short. Yet, as

  far as Joe was concerned, nine seconds flat for 95 yards was still pretty speedy.




  Jesse had already moved on to his next scheme. ‘Hey Joe,’ he quipped, ‘ain’t that some logo I got? A 7-Hour Service by the World’s Fastest Man!’




  ‘Sounds a winner to me,’ Joe winked as he popped the cone into his mouth and swallowed the last of his ice-cream.




  The race was scheduled for three o’clock. Joe had spent the first hour at the ballpark signing his name and acknowledging every flush-faced fan with deadpan courtesy. He didn’t mind.

  An adoring crowd at a Negro League double-header was nothing compared to the crush that usually engulfed him as people rushed to him as if he was some kind of saviour. At least these folk allowed

  him to eat a couple of ice-creams and talk to his buddy.




  ‘How the Alabama boys do yesterday?’ Joe asked as they watched the last Birmingham Baron batter walk slowly back to the dug-out at the end of a 12–2 hammering by the local

  American Giants. He knew Jesse had sprinted through yet another exhibition in the midst of a Sunday afternoon double-header between the two teams.




  ‘They lost both,’ Jesse said.




  Joe had been born to sharecroppers at the foot of the Buckalew Mountains in Alabama. Jesse came from Oakville, a tiny sharecropping community ten miles from the nearest town of Decatur in

  northern Alabama. ‘We better put on a better show than Birmingham,’ Jesse said.




  ‘Yeah,’ Joe grunted.




  ‘You gonna run in that?’ Mack asked, gesturing towards Joe’s dressage outfit.




  ‘Sure,’ Joe said. ‘A vest and shorts ain’t gonna make me any faster.’




  They pressed their way through the crowd until they reached the edge of the field. The spectators clapped rhythmically as a tinny microphone introduced ‘the two most famous Negroes in

  America’. Jesse and Joe looked at each other and almost smiled. It was race time.




  ‘You ready?’ Jesse asked as they walked towards the makeshift starting line.




  Joe nodded, and then asked his own question: ‘You still want to do it this way?’




  ‘It’s what they want,’ Jesse said.




  ‘OK,’ Joe shrugged. ‘Let’s give ’em what they want.’




  The Olympic champion was five feet ten inches tall and weighed a lean 165 pounds. His legs were powerful, bursting with all the muscled spring and strength which enabled him to jump further and

  run faster than any man alive. Joe, meanwhile, had the body to match his title. The heavyweight champion of the world was six feet one and weighed 205 pounds. His neck, shoulders and back looked

  massive, his chest and stomach a brown wall of muscle beneath his white shirt. He had no need to run. He could just stand and punch. Joe liked moving forward steadily, with the sticky resin of the

  ring floor making him believe it was impossible he would ever fall.




  Jesse skipped down the oval turf with a typically light step. It no longer mattered if he raced against a dog or the heavyweight champion of the world. Jesse was always ready for the track.




  They lined up alongside each other. In the deepening silence, Jesse arched his back and readied himself for an explosive start. A half-crouching Joe looked like a weary boxer waiting for the

  last round bell.




  At the sound of the starter’s gun, Jesse leaped forward with a jerk. After a few long strides he tripped over his tangled feet. It was a clumsy fall, a hammy piece of acting even to the

  screamers high up in the cheap seats. Jesse Owens was down, as helpless as any man struck low by the Brown Bomber.




  Joe ran his hardest, his legs thundering down the channel in a way they never did on one of his dawn runs. He was halfway to the tape by the time Jesse picked himself up. The gap was too wide.

  Jesse could not catch the champ. He crossed the line close behind Joe. The crowd rocked with delight. The World’s Fastest Man had stuck to his new script.




  Jesse stretched out his hand as Joe turned towards him. The fighter pulled him in close, as if consoling an opponent in defeat. They held each other for a moment, their heads bowed. Jesse spoke

  softly. ‘You ran real well, champ.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Joe said, his face empty and still.




  They broke apart. Joe kept his head down as they walked back towards the cheering crowd. Jesse lifted his right hand and, beneath a clear blue sky, smiled his most brilliant smile. They had made

  it. They had both risen and fallen and risen again. They were icons who had come a long and dizzying way from the summer of ’35 when, as a couple of twenty-one-year-old Negro kids, they had

  set out together on the greatest journey in sporting history . . .










  Chapter Two




  Track Time




  Detroit–New York, 14 May 1935




  Late at night, in the swaying carriage, Joe Louis stared into the sudden darkness. When they snuffed out the small gas lamp above his head, even his reflection had disappeared

  from the nearest window. No one could see his face any more. Joe liked it that way. The familiar voices rolled on, their whispering sounding more urgent the faster the train sped towards New York.

  They talked of everything he would need to endure. Joe had to be ready. He would be tested like never before. A single mistake would not only ruin him: it could set his people back twenty

  years.




  They had left Detroit at 5.25 that Tuesday afternoon and, after six hours of hard talk, he lost himself in the lonely rhythm of the train. Deadpan Joe was still called a nigger across America.

  It didn’t matter. He had turned twenty-one the day before, and was bursting with desire. The journey would last fifteen hours and ten minutes but, at the end of it, he’d walk through

  Harlem for the first time. Joe wished he was already there, in Small’s Paradise or the Memo Club, eying those easy New York girls, those smooth honeys with the long legs and the glistening

  lips.




  He would not be distracted for long. Serious work loomed over everything. Six weeks from that exact night, on 25 June 1935, Joe would confront a pale giant in the Bronx. Primo Carnera, the

  ‘Man Mountain’ and heavyweight champion of the world less than a year before, would dwarf him. At his birth just outside Venice in 1906, little Primo had supposedly weighed twenty-two

  pounds. He had grown steadily ever since. The six foot seven inch, 264 pound Carnera had a reach of eighty-two inches – longer than any champion in history. He had feet like small canoes and

  hands as big as paddles. Early in 1933, in a championship eliminator, his fists had killed Ernie Schaaf, a boxer from Boston.




  With his outstretched arms and stiff walk, and a hideous smile that pulled his lips high above yellow teeth to reveal the discoloured flesh of his protruding gums, Carnera was a ringer for

  Frankenstein. The men around Joe Louis, however, were smart. Jack Blackburn, his trainer, reassured him that Carnera was just a lumbering hulk. He had been discovered in Paris in 1928 while working

  as a circus strongman who performed ‘legendary feats of strength’. The most popular of these stunts saw the Italian use his bare hands to stop two cars driving in opposite directions.

  He grabbed the thick ropes tied to each vehicle and, even as their engines roared, the cars remained motionless.




  ‘That don’t make him a fighter, Chappie,’ Blackburn told Joe, using the name he gave to everyone he liked. ‘Carnera got brute size, but he can’t fight. You can cut

  him down, jus’ like some big old tree. You hit him to the body, then you go to the head. If you do that, Chappie, you got him.’




  ‘OK, Chappie,’ Joe had replied cheerfully. He always called Blackburn by the trainer’s own favourite greeting. Joe knew Chappie Blackburn was never wrong. Besides, a week

  earlier, on 7 May, Joe had knocked out Gene Stanton in Kalamazoo, a town halfway between Detroit and Chicago. It was his twenty-second straight victory – and eighteenth KO – in the

  eleven months he had been hitting men for a living. ‘Da Preem’, as they tagged Carnera in New York, could not scare him. Joe’s skin only prickled when he thought of the murderous

  mob surrounding the Italian. They were led by Oweny ‘The Killer’ Madden. They came from the underworld.




  Joe opened his eyes at the forlorn whistle of the train as they entered a tunnel. It was just after midnight. They were moving into treacherous territory. Joe felt a surge of emotion. It would

  be all right. It would be okay. Apart from Chappie and his two managers, John Roxborough and Julian Black, he was accompanied by Bill Bottoms, his cook, and Freddie Guinyard, his oldest friend from

  Detroit. They made up one of the few black entourages in boxing. Together, the six of them carried a dream: that Joe Louis would become the first black man in twenty years to fight for the world

  heavyweight title.




  Roxy and Mr Black, two short and chubby middle-aged men, were deceptively cuddly. Each had a round fleshy face. The difference was seen in the eyes. Roxy’s were twinklers. Mr Black’s

  were chillier. Joe had met the twinkler first, in Detroit, where Roxy ran the numbers racket. He was a cultured hustler, the son of a New Orleans lawyer and the younger brother of Charles

  Roxborough, the first black member of Michigan’s state legislature.




  Julian Black gave Roxy the financial clout and gangland muscle to protect his young fighter. Joe shuddered when he first heard that his co-manager was a qualified embalmer. Mr Black had since

  moved on to a livelier vocation which saw him control the numbers on Chicago’s South Side as well as a speakeasy called Elite Number 2 – Chappie Blackburn’s chosen drinking

  den.




  At fifty-two, Blackburn was still wiry despite the ravages of drink and creeping arthritis. He had the unblinking face of a man who’d stare down ‘The Killer’ without a shiver

  of hesitation. Below his copper-coloured head, an ugly scar ran across his left cheek. It stretched from his ear to the corner of his mouth. Blackburn had been slashed in a bar-room brawl. Although

  they never spoke about it, Joe knew that Chappie had been in prison for four years after a bloody night in Philadelphia when, ‘berserk with drink’, he killed a man. It was there, behind

  the stone walls of a jailhouse, that he began to teach men how to fight.




  Before his imprisonment in 1909 Blackburn had fought hundreds of battles between the ropes. He counted his losses on one gnarled hand. Blackburn had laughed when Roxborough and Black approached

  him in Chicago. They wanted him to train their Negro amateur, Joe Louis, towards a crack at the championship. It was the stupidest idea Blackburn had heard in years. ‘That ain’t gonna

  happen,’ he said, referring as much to his wasting time on a nigger-kid as the miracle of another black man being given a chance to prove himself the best fighter in the world.




  Blackburn said damned Jack Johnson had ended everything for black heavyweights. So far he had been proved right. No black fighter had been allowed to challenge for the championship since 1915.

  Blackburn took particular pleasure in retelling Joe the story of the day he had sparred with Johnson. He had gone after the big man with blurring fists and fast feet, and bloodied Johnson’s

  nose. Johnson never forgave him. Blackburn, in turn, took every opportunity to deride boxing’s lone black champion.




  He had been inclined to do the same when Roxborough and Black pressed him to train Louis. Blackburn’s scornful refusal turned to amusement when he heard that they would advance him a

  month’s wages – at $35 a week. ‘This’ll be the best job I ever had,’ he cackled. ‘Usually got to whip my man to get my pay. But I gotta tell you one thing: you

  ain’t ever gonna make a success of this kid. He ain’t ever gonna make no money worth shaking your finger at. He’s a nigger.’




  Blackburn was as blunt when he went to work on Joe in a run-down Chicago gym in June 1934: ‘Y’know, boy, the heavyweight division for a Negro is hardly likely. The white man

  ain’t too keen on it. You really gotta be something to get anywhere. If you ain’t gonna be another Jack Johnson, you got some hope. White man hasn’t forgotten that fool nigger

  with his white women, acting like he owned the world. You gotta listen to everything I tell you. You gotta jump when I say jump, sleep when I say sleep. Other than that, you wastin’ my

  time.’




  Joe was raw, but Blackburn only needed to say something once for the kid to get it. He listened rather than talked, worked rather than boasted. If he kept at it, Chappie thought, he could be

  some fighter. After his winning debut at the Bacon Casino in Chicago, Louis boxed seven nights later at the same venue. On 11 July 1934, fifty-six-year-old Jack Johnson turned up in a crowd of

  1,800 to watch Louis knock out Willie Davis, a pasty veteran in the third. Johnson’s presence at ringside was noted by newspapers in Chicago, Detroit and New York. They paid even more

  attention to the promise of the twenty-year-old fighter they described as ‘poker-faced’. Joe was more interested in the fact that he made $62 – a rise of $3 from his first

  purse.




  His fifteenth bout, against Lee Ramage in Los Angeles in February 1935, earned him $4,354. Roxborough and Black were elated for a different reason. Bojangles Robinson had brought in a posse of

  Hollywood stars to support Louis. Ramage was the local white fighter, but there was no mistaking the excitement which spread across the gleaming faces of Clark Gable, Bing Crosby and Mae West when

  Louis knocked out his wily opponent in the second round. He looked set for the big-time.




  As they raced through the night to New York, even Blackburn had begun to believe it. If Joe could beat Primo Carnera before 65,000 people at Yankee Stadium, his claims as a credible challenger

  would seem irresistible. But the stakes were wild and high. Roxy and Black said sixty grand for whipping Carnera would seem like loose change if he landed a championship fight. They were depending

  on Joe. Sometimes it felt as if just about every other Negro in America leaned on him.




  The endless chug of the train soothed him. Joe drifted towards sleep. The hushed words faded into a whisper.




  ‘Chappie,’ Roxborough murmured to Blackburn. ‘You sure he’s ready for New York?’




  ‘Yeah, he’s ready for New York,’ the old trainer growled, ‘but New York ain’t ready for him . . .’




  A week later, just after dawn on Thursday 23 May, Jesse Owens swallowed a moan as they hoisted him into the car’s rumble seat in Columbus, Ohio. His eyes glazed as he

  turned his head to the side, thinking he must look like one of those shock-haired fellas laid low by an electrifying Joe Louis combination. They all wore the same sickened face when they tried to

  lift themselves from the canvas. Jesse now knew how they felt.




  ‘You OK, Shorty?’ Dave Albritton asked as he strapped Jesse into the Hupmobile.




  ‘Just about, champ,’ Jesse said.




  At six foot one, Dave was only a few inches taller than Jesse, but it was enough of a difference for him to milk it. It was ‘Shorty’ this and ‘Shorty’ that wherever they

  went. Dave had been his best friend for years. Jesse forced himself to shift position again. They were in for a long ride. Still, if anyone could make the journey bearable it would be Dave and Mel

  Walker – Ohio State University’s two spring-heeled Negro high jumpers. With his stilt-like legs, the six foot five inch Mel was by far the tallest of the three. Like Jesse and Dave, he

  wore a crimson track-top with a big O in the middle.




  The trip was meant to mark the next big step in Jesse’s climb. That coming Saturday he would compete in the annual Big Ten Western Conference championship in Ann Arbor, Michigan. His folks

  could hardly believe that a poor Negro kid from Alabama was about to reach such dizzying heights. Contested by teams from the ten leading universities in or surrounding the Mid-West, the Big Ten

  provided the most searing competition outside the national track-and-field finals. The western conference of universities had, throughout its forty-year history, defined the ethos of amateur

  inter-collegiate sport by insisting that their athletes were ‘bona fide full-time students who were not delinquent in their studies’. There were further restrictions. Athletes at the

  Big Ten universities could not be financially rewarded while their team coaches had to be ‘appointed at modest salaries’. The Big Ten showcase was meant to epitomise everything glorious

  about amateur sport.




  All month the boys had had their fun with newspaper predictions that Jesse could make history by winning four championship events. Then he messed up. He was joshing around late that Monday

  afternoon, wrestling a couple of guys after playing touch football on the tiny front lawn of their boarding house in Columbus. Suddenly, with two of them hanging on to him, a slashing pain tore

  down the length of his back. He was screaming when he hit the ground.




  Jesse was still hunched over in agony an hour later when Larry Snyder came to see him. The coach shook his head in disbelief: ‘What the hell happened?’




  ‘We were just foolin’ round, coach. I’m sorry. It was real dumb.’




  ‘Let’s start acting smart,’ Synder said evenly. ‘You better stay off your feet until we decide what sort of shape you’re in.’




  They worked on his back in the training room every day that week, massaging the damaged area and applying various heat treatments until Jesse could at least stand up straight. Although the pain

  had moved towards the base of his spine, it had barely dulled in intensity. In addition to a slipped disc, the vertebrae were swollen and out of joint. A doubtful Snyder allowed him to travel,

  while stressing that he would make the final decision on Jesse’s fitness.




  The 150 miles they’d cover in slow convoy from Columbus to Ann Arbor, with a stop-over in Toledo, would take six hours. Sixteen athletes, Snyder and his assistant, Tucker Smith, squeezed

  into three old cars – Snyder’s white Hupmobile, a black Sterns Knight and a creaky grey Packard.




  Jesse, Dave, Mel and the fourth Negro on the team, Fred Thomas, were usually in the Packard. It never picked up more than a rattling crawl but that didn’t stop the wind howling through

  them. Frayed green curtains hung over the missing side windows as they travelled across icy roads and snowbound states. Without an indoor track of their own, Ohio State spent every weekend of the

  winter season on the road. Dave said it was a miracle none of the black boys had been frozen white behind those green curtains.




  The bitter weather spread into spring. A cold May morning offered no comfort to Jesse’s back, but his injury did win them a reprieve from the Packard. They were travelling with Snyder

  while some of the white fellers took their overdue turn in the curtained car. The Hupmobile swung out at the head of the parade at six-thirty that morning, with Jesse propped next to Snyder. In the

  back, alongside Tucker Smith, Dave, Mel and Fred settled down for a snug ride. Dave winked at Mel as he tapped on the sealed glass.




  ‘These sure are nice windows, coach,’ Dave noted. ‘Real glass.’




  Snyder joined in the easy laughter. He liked the coloured boys. They worked harder and listened more closely than the white athletes. He thought they would try anything to please him and to

  better themselves. Snyder had more than a strong hunch that, led by Jesse Owens, Negroes were about to dominate the sport.




  The convoy slid down Columbus’s empty High Street. They passed the Blue Moon. You could order a T-Bone steak, a baked potato and three vegetables, with dessert to follow, for 45 cents at

  the Moon. The offer did not extend to Jesse, Dave, Mel, Fred or any other Negro in town. Like every other restaurant on High Street, the Blue Moon was only open to white customers. If they fancied

  a break from their own meagre cooking, the best athletes at Ohio State had just one option: the old Union Building, where hot dogs were the perennial special of the day, was the only place in town

  where blacks could eat in public.




  They drifted past the three main movie theatres. Each building was dark in the dim morning light. When they opened again that evening they would be reserved for ‘Whites Only’.

  The solitary movie-house which admitted Negroes was on the far side of Columbus. Even there, the crumbling Rex only sold ‘cullud seats’ in the top six rows of its dingy balcony.




  None of their white team-mates seemed to notice. Almost a quarter of the track team was black but they were part of a Negro population which amounted to less than a hundred out of a student body

  of 14,000 at Ohio State. Unless they were Jesse Owens sprinting down a track or Dave Albritton and Mel Walker rolling over a high bar, black students in Ohio were meant to be invisible. They were

  not allowed to stay on campus. Jesse, Dave, Mel and Fred shared the top floor of a boarding house at 236 East 11th Street.




  Dave sometimes called Columbus a cracker town. Jesse pointed out that there were far worse places on the road. ‘I know that,’ Dave said, ‘we just about been to every bad town

  going in Ohio and Illinois and Indiana and Michigan. It still don’t make any of this right.’




  Jesse remembered the day in 1933 when he and Dave had driven through Indiana. Dave had a special knack of managing to borrow a car whenever they needed one to scout the best of the twenty-eight

  colleges chasing Jesse. On their way to Indiana University, in Bloomington, they stopped at a town called Kokomo. They did not stay for long once they heard that a young Negro had been lynched the

  day before. His body was strung up and left to dangle in the wind as the citizens of Kokomo picnicked around the tree.




  Jesse and Dave had lived four miles apart in Alabama. On Sunday afternoons, when they were aged five and six, they would watch their older brothers play baseball against each other in either

  Oakville or Danville, home to the Albrittons. Dave remembered Prentice Owens, Jesse’s eldest brother in a family of eleven, clearest of all. They called Prentice ‘Big Leg’ because

  he lifted his left leg unbelievably high whenever he pitched.




  Both families had moved north, to Cleveland, where Jesse and Dave were old enough to hook up at Fairmount Junior High in 1928. They became even closer at high school, at East Tech in Cleveland,

  and were regarded as inseparable at Ohio State – once Dave, a few credits short of the required university entrance in 1933, had joined Jesse in Columbus in the fall of 1934. Eight months on,

  Dave was still a freshman which meant, under strict Big Ten regulations, he could only travel on the track-and-field team as an unofficial member.




  Jesse and Mel had become pals in their own freshman year. Mel came from Toledo. As a favour to him they were stopping off in his hometown later that morning to help inaugurate a new YMCA. The

  two other cars were heading straight on past to Ann Arbor. The white boys dealt with a different kind of establishment. Whenever they made an overnight stop they would check in at a white hotel

  while the Negroes headed for the local Y. Life had always been that way.




  They chugged through Delaware and Marion and headed up towards Findlay. It was far from the prettiest stretch of Ohio. They had been through trouble round these parts before. Jesse just hoped

  that Snyder did not pull into one of those roadhouses where some hillbilly would refuse to serve them. Dave could not stand it much longer. Besides being a high-jumper and a hurdler, he also boxed

  for Ohio State. Dave was a decent technician in the ring, packing a wallop in both hands. There was no telling what might happen if he cut loose on the next guy who sneered, ‘We don’t

  serve no niggers!’




  Findlay was halfway between Columbus and Ann Arbor. They arrived in time for a late breakfast. The Hupmobile eased into the parking lot of the first eating joint they saw. Snyder cut the engine

  as the two other OSU cars drew alongside them. The white students clambered out and walked towards the small restaurant.




  ‘Perhaps we could eat in the car,’ Snyder said.




  ‘Whatever, coach,’ Jesse murmured. The others sat in silence. Jesse could imagine the twitch in Dave’s cheek as he clenched his jaw tight.




  ‘OK,’ Snyder said. ‘Egg sandwiches and coffee sound all right?’




  Jesse nodded. Tucker Smith opened his door. ‘C’mon, Larry,’ the little trainer said, ‘I’ll give you a hand with the plates . . .’




  The four black athletes watched the white men walk away. Inside the diner, some of the Buckeye boys had already sat down. The place was half-empty. There would have been enough seats for all of

  them. Dave said nothing, burying his head in the sports pages while they waited for their wilted sandwiches.




  Jesse knew how to lift the mood. ‘So,’ he said casually, ‘what’s the news of Joe?’




  A week after his arrival in New York, Joe Louis was about to set up camp in Pompton Lakes. Primo Carnera had already begun training in New Jersey. The fight was a month away;

  but the papers were full of the coming battle.




  Jesse felt for Joe. He had looked frightened when the train steamed into Grand Central last Wednesday morning. You could see it in every photograph. His eyes were wide and startled like a big

  beautiful deer pinned down by the glare of a thousand searchlights. The only time he smiled was when the Red Caps, the Negro railway porters, broke forward to lift him up on their shoulders. They

  carried Joe across the shiny station concourse, the white people parting around them in creamy waves.




  Joe had struggled at the press conference his promoter, Mike Jacobs, had arranged for the ‘young Negro sensation’. All the New York writing stars were there – from the jazzy

  and nationally-syndicated likes of Damon Runyon and Paul Gallico to old Grantland Rice, the inky scourge of Jack Johnson. The blood rushed to Joe’s face as they pressed in on him.




  Joe knew Carnera was Italian but that didn’t mean he had some kind of handle on world affairs. He’d heard nothing of a threatened war between Italy and Ethiopia. Who the hell was

  Benito Mussolini? And Haile Selassie? He couldn’t understand why the fast-talking New York reporters kept pitching him those crazy names. Joe kept his mouth shut, waiting for Roxy to rescue

  him, which he did when some old buzzard in glasses asked him if his fight against Carnera ‘symbolised the likely conflict between the world’s only independent black country and fascist

  Italy?’ He could not even guess what kind of answer he should give to that stuff.




  Joe was bewildered. All he could do was promise, slowly and respectfully, that he would do his best to knock out Carnera within five rounds. He was more relaxed with the black reporters. They

  ushered him up to Harlem.




  The New York Amsterdam News gushed at his reception. ‘Surrounded by admirers on Wednesday in front of the Renaissance Grill, where he had tucked away five pork chops and a quart of

  milk, he doubled up a fist as big as the hoof of a Missouri mule and as hard as rock and demonstrated what he would do to Primo. He swung his fist in a playful spirit, but such is the magic which

  surrounds a hero that the onlookers showed their teeth and told each other: “He’ll do it too.” Detectives Webber and Brown of the West 125th Street station, who have been assigned

  to guard Louis during his stay in town, had all they could do to keep the rabble from piling in the fighter’s lap. Those in front wanted to examine his new brown suit, his natty green tie and

  his pearl grey hat. They gazed admiringly at his sturdy legs, at his sizeable feet, encased in size twelve shoes which seemed to hug the sidewalk like a pair of grippers. A pencil which fell out of

  his overcoat was almost the cause of a little riot.’




  Back in the Hupmobile, Jesse forgot about his back as they discussed the reports from New York. There would be no stopping the Brown Bomber once he stepped into the ring with Carnera. The whole

  country would then see something special in Joe Louis.




  ‘Boy,’ Dave sighed. ‘I’d love to meet him one day . . .’




  ‘We will,’ Jesse said. ‘I know we will.’




  Ann Arbor, 25 May 1935




  The sun shone on Ann Arbor that warm Saturday morning as, just after eight, Jesse lowered himself into a steaming bath. The heating pads they had placed on his stomach and back

  in the night, using a thin towel to wrap them around his midriff, had only partly eased his stiff body. Jesse sank into the water. He lay there for thirty minutes.




  At noon, with Jesse again in the rumble seat, the Hupmobile rolled towards Ferry Field as tenderly as it had ever travelled. They were quiet as they neared the stadium. Jesse stared up at the

  red brick and ivy-covered walls of the field-house where Tucker Smith had worked on him before the heats the previous afternoon. He did just enough to qualify. Yet the rambling pain had moved again

  overnight. As Jesse climbed the iron staircase he felt it in his upper right leg.




  He stretched out on the rub-down table in the visiting dressing-room. Tucker massaged Jesse’s back and legs with pure alcohol before he applied thick swaths of eye-watering Wintergreen

  cream. The trainer dug in and began the kneading. After half an hour he reached into his bag and opened a new jar of red pepper rub. Tucker ground the potion into Jesse’s spine, starting at

  the base of his neck and moving methodically downwards. The heat rose from Jesse’s shimmering skin.




  At 2.15, Jesse pulled on his running gear and a thick warm-up suit. The temperature outside had climbed into the high seventies. He walked with Dave down the tunnel to the edge of the field. The

  arena was crammed with 12,000 people. Jesse headed for the nearest flagpole. His usual routine consisted of a jog around the 440-yard circuit, followed by ten minutes of stretching and then another

  five of practice starts. Jesse did not feel even close to normal. He sat down on the grassy verge and leaned against the white pole. It was warm against his back. He watched the others skim the

  track in languid circles. His first race, the 100-yard final, was at 3.15.




  Jesse looked across at the main stand. In the front row he picked out the shock of white hair belonging to his first coach, Charley Riley. ‘Pop’ was down from Cleveland. After a few

  minutes he stood up, waved and began walking towards Jesse. This was the kind of day they had dreamed about years ago. The old coach used to make Jesse stare at a concrete alleyway which stretched

  along the length of a church in east Cleveland. Every morning, before school, they trained on that holy runway.




  ‘Imagine,’ Riley would always say, ‘you’re sprinting over a ground of burning fire.’




  Ever since then, whenever he ran, Jesse flew with the lightest of steps, as if his feet would be scorched if he did not lift them up quickly and deftly. The way Riley taught him to keep his head

  still and his body relaxed lent his running a fluidity as marked as his speed. Riley had discovered Jesse when he was a spindly kid who looked as if he needed a decent feed just to survive the

  winter. Yet Riley, who was partially deaf, saw something miraculous in that stuttering fourteen-year-old boy.




  ‘Now Jess,’ Riley scolded as he neared the flagpole in Ann Arbor, ‘don’t you get up. I’ve heard all about that back . . .’ He knelt down, his knees cracking.

  ‘You’ll be all right,’ he promised. ‘Just go out there and run – run like we know you can.’




  When Riley headed back to his seat with a steady step, Jesse was not sure he would reach the 100-yard start in similar fashion. He decided not to risk moving until the last possible moment. His

  form throughout May, before the accident, had been almost eerie. On 11 May, he had become the first American to jump over 26 feet, leaving him a quarter-inch short of the world mark held by

  Japan’s Chuhei Nambu. Dave loved the fact that the prodigious leap came against Notre Dame, a university which barred black students.




  The following week, in Evanston, Illinois, he equalled Frank Wykoff’s world record of 9.4 seconds for 100 yards. An hour later, between victorious long jumps, he raced over 220 yards in

  20.7, only a tenth of a second slower than the world best. He then broke the 220-yard low hurdle world record, clocking 22.9 seconds in his final event of that memorable afternoon.




  In the Los Angeles Times that Wednesday, 22 May, Braven Dyer considered the impact of Owens and his contemporaries: ‘Say, those darktown strutters down on Central Avenue are really

  goin’ to town these days as the papers continue to be filled with the exploits of this Negro athlete and that one. A guy can’t get a word in edgewise what with the shine-boys,

  locker-room attendants and janitors proudly relating the feats of strength and skill and speed performed by their “cullud” brethren. My favourite bootblack can rattle off more of Jesse

  Owens’s records than I can, and that’s supposed to be my business. Jefferson High’s ebony antelopes completely dominated the Southland cinderland classic; Jimmy LuValle once again

  regained his stride; Jesse Owens broke one world mark and tied another; Joe Louis looms as Max Baer’s most dangerous contender – to mention the most important Negro headlines. Well,

  anyway, Africa won’t win the Davis Cup.’




  Jesse felt a nervous twinge as Willis Ward sprinted past the long jump pit. Ward was also an outstanding football player for the University of Michigan – when he was allowed to play.

  Southern colleges banned him from their stadiums. He was a Negro.




  In 1934, Ward had set a western conference track record by scoring eighteen points with two victories and two second places in the same championship meeting. That February, in an indoor meet at

  Ann Arbor, he’d trounced Owens over sixty yards and in the long jump. He now concentrated on his jumping. Ward hoped he might beat Mel Walker and capture the Big Ten high-jumping title he had

  long coveted. He was also gunning for Jesse in the long jump.




  At three o’clock, Larry Snyder walked briskly towards the flagpole. He wore white trousers, a white shirt and his Buckeyes tie. Snyder was young and ambitious. He knew his name as a coach

  could be made by Jesse Owens – and nowhere more decisively than at the 1936 Olympics. The Berlin Games would be far more crucial than a Big Ten final.




  ‘I don’t think you should chance it today,’ Snyder said. ‘It’s not worth the risk.’




  ‘Please, coach,’ Jesse said, ‘let’s try the 100. If I look bad you can pull me straight out of the jump and the 220.’




  Back and forth they went until, at last, Snyder relented. At 3.05 Jesse swung his arms and stretched them above his head. The heat from Tucker’s red pepper rub spread across his back. He

  could feel himself perspiring. The applause began to swell as he approached the group of sprinters who had gathered near the starting line.
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