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PROLOGUE


Talking to Ghosts


Nassau Extended Care Facility, Hempstead, Long Island, 8 December 2012


Emile Griffith’s hands were so small it was hard to believe they had once killed a man. They were curled into tiny black fists, resting against the white sheets, but they did not look like the weapons that had helped him become a five-time world champion during an era when boxing still carried profound meaning. It was easier to believe that these were the delicate, almost girlish hands with which he had held different men. Emile, showing as much courage as he did inside the ring, had remained true to his real self at a time when homosexuality was derided as a disease, condemned as a sin and classified as a crime.


Fifty years since his life had changed forever at Madison Square Garden, on the night he and Benny Paret fought for the third and final time on 24 March 1962, Emile gazed unseeingly into the distance on a snowy winter afternoon in Hempstead. The metal frame of his bed had been raised so that, even though the great old fighter remained on his back, he was propped up in a hopeful attempt to help him engage with a world that moved ahead without him. Emile’s last lover and closest friend, Luis Rodrigo, who also called himself the dying man’s adopted son, embraced the former champion.


‘Hey, Junior,’ he said, ‘look who’s come to see you.’


Luis glanced encouragingly at me. He then turned back to Emile, his round face creased with love. ‘C’mon, champ,’ he said to the nursing home patient he visited every day, in between working Monday to Friday in the post room of a Manhattan film production company and as a Domino’s Pizza delivery man in Hempstead at night. ‘Give us a smile.’


Emile did not smile, blink or emit any other sign of life as he stared at me. It was hard to reconcile that empty shell with the brave and vibrant man who had straddled opposing worlds of brutality and frivolity, fame and secrecy.


No other boxer had fought as many as the 337 world championship rounds that Emile had racked up in a career spanning nineteen years – from 1958 to 1977. He had fought fifty-one more world title rounds than Sugar Ray Robinson, and sixty-nine more than Muhammad Ali. Emile had won his first world title in 1961, defeating Paret in the opening bout of their savage trilogy, when there were only eight divisions and one champion of each weight category. To most respected fight historians, he was one of the finest welterweights in history.


Yet his place in the pantheon was darkened by the death of Paret, the Cuban fighter who had taunted him as a ‘maricón’ (a faggot) at the weigh-in before their deadly battle in the Garden. The fight had happened before my first birthday but the ghosts of our past swarmed around us.


Luis understood. Four hours earlier, in his and Emile’s cramped apartment down the road in Hempstead, surrounded by old photographs, world championship belts and their little dog, Princess, I had explained the black fighter’s impact on my life as a white South African. ‘Take Emile’s hand,’ Luis suggested on that hushed Saturday afternoon, ‘and tell him what you told me.’


It felt strange at first, my hand curled around Emile’s, my words sounding stilted in our one-way conversation. Luis leaned down to tilt the champ’s head on his pillow, so that his eyes once more locked onto me. It became more natural to talk about the days when I was fourteen and, in August 1975, Emile visited South Africa. He stood up to apartheid and helped change the way I thought about black people. Emile stripped bare the power of boxing, even near his ravaged end as a fighter, and I was never quite the same again. I learned to think more clearly for myself after Emile left Johannesburg.


I wanted to write about Emile as an extraordinary fighter and as an ordinary man, an aspiring hat designer turned world champion boxer. I wanted to explore his relationship with the two white men, Howie Albert and Gil Clancy, who had discovered him as a boxer and remained with him long after the last of his 112 bouts. I wanted to write about him and Luis, and his years of friendship with Calvin Thomas and Freddie Wright, a go-go boy at Stonewall Inn in June 1969 when gay America caught fire amid the riots. Those three black musketeers had danced together in the gritty chain of bars and clubs around Times Square where Emile felt most at home, surrounded by the gay men and drag queens who revered him.


Panama Al Brown, the former world bantamweight champion, had supposedly engaged in a homosexual affair in the 1930s with Jean Cocteau, the French writer and experimental film-maker; and there had been whispers about other boxers. Emile had visited gay establishments all his adult life – yet he still found it impossible to come out with a public statement about his sexual preference. Such complexity always shadowed him.


I told Emile about Orlando Cruz, who had just become boxing’s first openly gay fighter. He would once have been impressed that a gay Puerto Rican, who had boxed professionally for twelve years, had found the resolve to declare his sexuality publicly.


Six weeks earlier, at home in San Juan in October 2012, in his first newspaper interview as a gay boxer, Orlando Cruz told me how he had ‘decided to be free’. We had spoken about Emile, and the tragedy he shared with Benny Paret. Orlando had looked as if he was close to crying when I read to him a quote from Emile: ‘I kill a man and most people forgive me. However, I love a man and many say this makes me an evil person.’


A strange expression flitted across Orlando’s face. ‘It shows the hypocrisy of the world,’ he said in Spanish. ‘But, fifty years ago, Emile was not living in the moment we are now. He was not as lucky as me.’


Luis told Emile that, on my next visit to Long Island, Orlando Cruz would join us. Orlando would also fight for a world title in 2013, and he promised to dedicate that history-making night to Emile. I recalled Orlando’s words: ‘I have been living with this thorn inside me. I wanted to take it out of me so I could have peace within myself.’


The Puerto Rican had glanced down as if in search of an invisible wound. ‘You can’t see it,’ he said of his hurt at the age of thirty-one, ‘but it was here. Now it’s different. They can call me maricón or faggot and I don’t care. Let them say it because they can’t hurt me now.’


Benny Paret had sneered ‘maricón’ with such wounding intent that he had paid for that insult with his life. Emile had struggled to forgive himself for the next half-century, and had suffered from nightmarish visions of Benny, but I was moved by the way in which he had lived both in and outside the ring. I knew how one man, in particular, had helped him.


Willie Toweel had also been hounded as a ‘killer’ by an unforgiving press and public. His name echoed through my own past; and I decided to write this book when I read the letter Willie had written to Emile in 1962. They had fought at Madison Square Garden, in October 1960, and the white South African of Lebanese descent and the black American from the Caribbean had forged a bond as former opponents. Willie helped Emile in the bleakest days of his life.


I was not gay. I had never been a boxer or killed anyone. But the entwined fate of Emile Griffith and Willie Toweel, both suffering from severe dementia pugilistica, transfixed me. Their darkest memories had been beaten out of them and they had slipped away, almost in mute relief. But they had told us enough in the past. They had been through life and death and, approaching the end, they remained deeply human.


Emile’s skin looked very black against the white bed linen and his mustard-yellow T-shirt. I still held his small hand. Luis leaned over and stroked Emile’s blank face.


‘Hey, champ,’ he said. ‘Don read Willie’s letter. You remember the letter, Junior?’


Luis paused. ‘Did you see that?’ he asked as he looked up in surprise. ‘Did you see Emile smile? It’s gone now but I saw it. He heard us. He heard us . . .’




CHAPTER ONE


Facing a Killer


Emile Griffith, at the blissful age of twenty-two, was happy and beautiful. He had the body of a fighting machine, with fast and lethal fists, but his fluting voice and sashaying walk belonged to a gentler man. Emile carried that tangled contradiction with the same panache he wore his tight white trousers and red silk shirt to a meeting with New York’s fight press. He was about to step back into the ring at Madison Square Garden on 22 October 1960.


Willie Toweel, his opponent, was different. He came from South Africa and, in his grey flannel suit, he seemed as conservative as Emile was flamboyant. They met for the first time at the Round Table, a restaurant on East 53rd Street, where mobsters like ‘Fat Tony’ Salerno and ‘Trigger Mike’ Coppola devoured plates of pasta and steaks so thick and juicy they needed piles of freshly baked bread to mop up the oozing pools of blood. Fat Tony had put up most of the cash to finance the previous year’s world heavyweight title fight between Ingemar Johansson and Floyd Patterson.


There were no mobsters to be seen when Griffith and Toweel were surrounded by a crew of cigar-chomping and trilby-wearing sportswriters at the Round Table. Boxing was attempting to shake off the gangster-led corruption of the 1950s – while Fat Tony and Trigger Mike were far too busy to waste an afternoon with some fast-talking scribblers and soft-spoken fighters.


Toweel was offered a contrasting reception to his American debut at the Garden. In November 1959 he had been dismissed by the New York press as ‘a limey’ and ‘a palooka’ before his bout against Len Matthews, a grim-faced black fighter from Philadelphia. The fact that Toweel had fought extensively in London was at the root of the ridicule. It was thought that, as an often British-based boxer, he would surrender quickly to a big-hitting ‘Negro’.


Matthews knocked Toweel down with a left hook early in round eight and, after the South African rose to his feet, bombarded him with heavy combinations. Toweel refused to succumb. He returned to the slick counter-punching that had built up an early lead over Matthews. But in the tenth and last round Matthews unleashed another brutal attack.


In front of a rapturous crowd, swept away by Toweel’s sweet punching and the ferocious contest, they went to the judges’ scorecards. Unusually, the overseas fighter won the split decision. The crowd chanted Toweel’s name and the Long Island Daily Press led the plaudits: ‘Willie wowed ’em. There hasn’t been a boxer as good as this South African smoothie since Willie Pep was dazzling the fans and his opponents. Toweel moved like Sugar Ray Robinson in his prime.’


Willie looked down at the Round Table. Tragedy had marked him and, before a fight, darkness shrouded his heart.


His brother, Alan, was also his trainer. Alan liked to do all Willie’s talking when the press swarmed around him. ‘I’ll answer that,’ Alan said whenever a question was put to Willie. The trainer used the word ‘we’ as if he would also be throwing punches in the ring.


Willie was relieved he had Alan at his side as the reporters tried to press-gang him into responding to questions about his past. They had started cleverly, asking Emile how he felt about facing ‘a killer’ in the ring.


‘I don’t worry about nothing like that,’ Emile said innocently. ‘Willie and me will put on a great show. Don’t forget – it’s Date Night at the Garden.’


Willie smiled at Emile’s quip. Teddy Brenner, the urbane but tough matchmaker, had explained that they would headline the second Madison Square Garden ‘Date Night’ in a new programme of Saturday fights where women were allowed into the arena free of charge if accompanied by a male escort.


‘Do you like to dance, Willie?’ Emile asked, his voice carrying a lilting echo of the Caribbean, and the Virgin Islands where he had spent the first twelve years of his life.


‘I’ll answer that,’ Alan Toweel said snappily. ‘Willie’s a brilliant dancer. But, Emile, you won’t be in the mood for dancing at the end of this date.’


Emile laughed. No one in boxing danced better than him – especially when he was away from prying eyes and with his closest friends around Times Square. Emile said he was sure Willie would be a far better dancer than his talkative brother.


Before Alan could answer, Willie jumped in with a cheerful confirmation. ‘I am. I love to dance . . .’


‘Me too, champ,’ Emile said.


‘This is too friendly for my taste,’ Brenner growled. ‘These boys are coming to the Garden to fight.’


The reporters needed little encouragement to return to murkier terrain. They asked Willie how it felt to have killed a man – for he had fought Hubert Essakow at the Johannesburg City Hall and beaten him into a coma and then death in March 1956.


‘We don’t want to talk about the Essakow fight,’ Alan protested. ‘That was four years ago . . .’


It was too late for Willie. He was back in the sombre place he had never really left. ‘I think of Hubert every day,’ he murmured. ‘I said mass for him again this morning. I will do the same tomorrow.’


Alan moved the reporters onto a different subject but Willie was stuck. He couldn’t get Essakow out of his head. His eyes glazed as Alan spoke at length about the way victory over Len Matthews had proved they could mix it with the best American fighters.


‘Hey, champ,’ Emile said quietly as he glanced at his disconsolate opponent. ‘We’re nearly done.’


Emile Griffith left the Round Table at three that afternoon in a tight-knit group of four. He was led by his managers, Howie Albert, a 39-year-old, red-haired, bespectacled Jewish New Yorker in the hatmaking business, and Gil Clancy, who was a year younger and an Irish Catholic schoolteacher turned boxing trainer from Rockaway Beach in Queens. The days when gangsters like Frankie Carbo would seize control of boxers like Emile had gone. Carbo was banged up in Alcatraz and humane men like Gil and Howie could act more compassionately in boxing. They did not value a fighter just on his money-making potential. Emile was thankful. He felt cared for by his two white father-figures.


The boxer and his friend Calvin Thomas were young and black. Emile called Calvin ‘my running buddy’, but they did not pound the road together during training. Calvin and Emile, instead, secretly cruised around Times Square, along 42nd Street and outside the Port Authority Bus Terminal. They knew that some men yelled ‘Faggot!’ or ‘Fucking fairy!’ at anyone wandering into the dingy joints they loved to visit. And so they had to be fanatically careful. Sometimes their secret was rumbled and they were spotted; but few men would ever insult Emile because his broad shoulders carried a rippling power. Calvin, being short and squat with a portly belly, seemed an easier target. He was still tougher than Emile. It went against his jovial character, because he was full of laughter, but Calvin carried a lead pipe in his bag. Emile had once seen him reach for the pipe when a stray fairy-basher tried to taunt him.


‘You wanna fight?’ Calvin snarled at the guy, who backed down fast.


Calvin, Emile’s best friend and protector, loved boxing. He knew the game intimately and hung out at the city’s best boxing gyms, especially Gleason’s, where Benny ‘Kid’ Paret trained. No one at Gleason’s ever said a word to Calvin about his sexual preference and he was allowed sometimes to man the front door and collect the monthly dues. But, most of the time, Calvin just ran with Emile. They were set for one hell of a ride – as long they could keep their love lives hidden.


It was imperative to bury the truth because sport and homosexuality could not mix. A gay boxer was an unimaginable phrase. In 1960 the subject was not only taboo – it was impossible to even believe that any sporting hero, a man’s man, could be a homosexual. Emile didn’t like thinking about it much. He was just happy belonging to two contrasting groups of men, whether he was fighting them or loving them.


He also had a girlfriend. Esther Taylor was a sweet and pretty girl from his old neighbourhood in Harlem. She and Emile had met in church five years earlier, when he was seventeen and she was fifteen. Esther was smitten with Emile and he cared for her. Their families knew each other and, almost naturally, they had started going out together. Emile was a wondrous dancer, and fun to be around, but in his more serious moments he realised that Esther harboured deeper hopes for their relationship.


Yet she had no idea how much he needed men, and wanted to be with them. Emile reckoned it was better that way. Esther only knew that her boyfriend was, as she always said, ‘a real busy person’. She understood that part of his life. He was on his way to becoming famous and so Esther, who could see how hard he trained, gave Emile the space he craved. She believed that, eventually, they would be together forever.


For Emile, the occasional presence of Esther in his life served a dual purpose. He liked being around her, and enjoyed her company. Yet, in a more complicated way, Esther provided him with a cover so that, more furtively, he could be his real self. She was a lovely buffer against all the doubts that whirred in an unspoken hum around him.


People in the fight business maintained a public silence around Emile and Calvin’s sexuality. Fighters, trainers and reporters voiced private suspicions, but nothing was said out loud in public. It was almost as if they could not bear the burden of the truth. And, anyway, didn’t he have a girlfriend – an apparently foxy young sweetheart from Harlem?


Gil Clancy liked it that way. He was an essentially conservative and religious man, a husband and a father of six. The only nancy he wanted to think about was his beloved wife, whom he had met at a basketball dance in Rockaway Beach. They were ribbed mercilessly for the rhyming simplicity of her married name: Nancy Clancy. Gil could put up with wisecracking. But he ignored the gossipy rumours curling around Emile like wisps of smoke. He disliked words like ‘nancy’ and ‘fairy’ – and hated ‘queer’ and ‘faggot’.


Clancy thought of Emile as a potential world champion fighter and a sensitive young man, who was like another son to him. He had no quibble with Calvin either. The roly-poly kid had boxing in his blood. Gil didn’t care what he or Emile did in their spare time. As long as it didn’t get in the way of Emile’s training and fighting, Gil avoided details of a world he had no wish to understand.


Howie Albert was different. He worked in the fashion trade, having taken over his father’s hat factory, and always felt able to ask Emile about his latest friend, usually a slinky young Hispanic boy who turned up to watch sparring. Howie knew about the police raiding the bars Emile and Calvin frequented because it was illegal for two men to dance together. He shook his head at the hypocrisy of society but, apart from the odd quiet warning that they should be careful, he did not question his fighter’s sexuality.


The kid’s nominal girlfriend, the demure and quiet Esther whom Howie had met a few times, helped them present a straight story to the outside world. Howie was smart and sophisticated enough to realise the essential nature of Emile. It was his role as manager to try to help his gifted but complex fighter negotiate a way between two such different and difficult worlds. Emile had also changed Howie’s life by making him famous at ringside. Their first meeting four years earlier had already entered boxing folklore.


On a sweltering afternoon in New York’s garment district, on West 37th Street in the summer of 1956, the factory at Howard Albert Millinery had turned into a hotbox. Even the walls of the plant had begun to glow with condensation as, in the stockroom, eighteen-year-old Emile Griffith asked his cousin, Edigo Lambert, if he could peel off his shirt. It felt like he would expire from the heat if he did not strip off.


Edigo, who had helped Emile get his $40-a-week job almost a year earlier, nodded. He couldn’t see any harm in the kid, who worked so hard, becoming comfortable in the stifling conditions. But the female hatmakers and packers looked as if they could do with a few fans to cool off once they saw Emile’s shirtless torso as he walked in and out of the stockroom. His shimmering skin stretched across a 26-inch waist, which fanned out to the extraordinary sight of a muscled 44-inch chest. When he reached up for another box, so that he could pack a pretty bonnet fresh from the Howard Albert production line of fashionable hats, there was a gasp as they stared at his massive shoulders. Emile’s sinewy muscles flexed beneath his taut skin, but he did not recognise the reaction of the flushed women around him.


He only paused in his work when the boss came over, wearing a double-breasted suit and a look of wonder on his face. Mr Albert had never noticed Emile before, but he had different thoughts in mind from those of his female employees as he began to quiz the young Adonis. Howie Albert, a mediocre former amateur boxer without a meaningful bout to his name, loved old-time fighters like Benny Leonard and Gene Tunney, as well as a modern master in Ray Robinson. He was convinced Emile’s magnificent physique must have been honed in a gym. Howie asked if he had done any boxing.


Sure, Emile said, smiling at the question. He had been boxing for almost a year. ‘Where?’ Howie asked, expecting to hear the names of the city’s most venerable gyms – Stillman’s or Gleason’s.


Emile spread his arms wide and, with a matching grin, said, ‘Right here, boss.’


He explained that Catherine and Mabel on the factory floor brought the new hats to him so that he could fit them into a box, which he would then store on the right shelf. Edigo would have labelled them correctly, so Emile made it easy for the delivery guy to find the next box that needed to be whisked away. Emile loved boxing-up more than anything else because it allowed him to hold the most beautiful and stylish hats for a while. He secretly wished that he might get a chance to design ladies’ hats himself one day. Emile did not want to be a storeroom boy forever.


Howie took off his steamed-up glasses and wiped them clean. He still shook his head in foggy disbelief. How could the kid be so naive? Howie shoved his specs back on, rubbed his red hair and held up his fists in a fighting pose to demonstrate a more manly kind of boxing.


‘Oh,’ Emile said, in disappointment. ‘That boxing . . .’


Howie convinced him to give it a try. At first they did a few casual workouts in the stockroom, but it soon became plain that the kid shadow-boxed with a graceful symmetry while real force lurked inside his imposing body. Howie, drunk on a wild idea, decided to enter Emile into the 1957 Golden Gloves – the prestigious amateur boxing tournament held at Madison Square Garden and sponsored by the New York Daily News. He did not reveal his plan to Emile, who was alarmed when summoned one day, by letter, to the Daily News office for a medical examination.


‘Mommy,’ Emile said with a quivering voice to his mother, Emelda, ‘I think I’m being drafted.’


When he turned up for his physical he was startled to discover that the medical was for a boxing tournament. He had never heard of the Golden Gloves and, while boxing was better than the army, Emile felt disgruntled. His suspicions that Howie was behind everything were confirmed the next day when, returning to the storeroom, he was met by his boss, who presented him with a new pair of boxing trunks.


Emile responded angrily. He didn’t want to be a fighter. Instead, he was more interested in flowery bonnets and elegant pillbox hats.


Howie considered him calmly before explaining that all the factory girls had clubbed together to buy his satiny white trunks. Maybe, given time, the girls would understand Emile was too frightened to fight in the Golden Gloves.


Emile glowered a little longer. Howie seemed a good boss most of the time – but he was sneaky and tough. What could Emile do but hold the trunks up against his waist to check their fit before finally saying, okay, he would give it a try, for the sake of the girls.


Howie had already picked out Gil Clancy as the best possible tutor in the few months they had left before the Golden Gloves. Clancy worked at the 28th Street Parks Department gym; but he was dubious about the scheme. He didn’t like the answer when he asked Emile why he wanted to be a boxer.


It did not sound like burning ambition when Emile said his boss wanted him to box. The trainer scrunched up his face. He did not have time to waste on anyone who didn’t want to fight.


Clancy was a teacher, who had obtained his BA and then his MA at NYU. He could not believe he agreed to take on Howie Albert’s curious project to turn a reluctant novice into a Golden Gloves fighter in a matter of months. But there was something about the hatmaker and his young factory worker that snared his attention. Clancy soon liked them both. It also helped that, every afternoon just after five, Emile was waiting for him, dressed in boxing gear and ready for work.


After a couple of weeks even Clancy began to imagine that something special might unfold. At first, Emile had been beaten up in sparring by a pro called Roger Harvey. But he was determined and, listening closely to Clancy, he was soon battling Harvey on an equal footing. The improvement was startling in an amateur who had never boxed before. Clancy took him to Madison Square Garden for the Golden Gloves Novice Finals on the freezing Monday night of 18 February 1957. Calvin and their friend Bobby Miles, whose cousin was Ezzard Charles, the former world heavyweight champion, watched Emile reach the final – where he lost narrowly on points to Charles Wormley.


A year later, Calvin and Bobby whooped as Emile became the national Golden Gloves welterweight champion. He then made his professional debut on 2 June 1958, winning a four-round fight against Joe Parham. Emile was on his way, with his two white mentors guiding him through every twist and turn.


Two years, four months and three weeks down the line, Emile had only a few days left before he ducked back into the ring at the Garden. Clancy expected Toweel to be fiercely determined.


As the gang of four left the Round Table, with Howie heading back to the hat factory and Calvin going home to New Jersey for a few days, the trainer looked at his fighter. They would visit the gym for one last session. Nothing could be left to chance against a man whose punches had proved deadly in the past.


Willie Toweel wanted a voice. He wanted to be heard. At home in little old Benoni, where he had grown up on the stark East Rand, twenty miles outside Johannesburg, Willie kicked up a racket. As the fifth kid in a family of eight – with six boys outnumbering the two girls – he was boisterous and funny, generous and incorrigible. But Willie wanted to make a difference beyond his family. He was tired of the insults.


The Toweels were always fighting. They had no choice when they were young because, almost every day, they were called ‘white Kaffirs’ and ‘dirty Syrians’. It riled Willie because they were just as South African as the Afrikaners and English-speakers who got stuck into them. They weren’t from Syria, either, for they were of proud Lebanese descent.


They were ridiculed for being poor and sallow-skinned, but Willie just wanted to be treated as an ordinary person. He’d had enough pain as a small boy. When he was just six, in 1940, Willie had lost his mother. He witnessed the harrowing sight of his dad, Papa Mike, sobbing over her coffin as it was lowered into the red earth. Papa Mike changed that day. He gave up drinking and smoking and fighting in hotel bars. Instead, he stayed home and looked after his children, with the help of his sister-in-law, Mary, whom he married three years later, on 6 April 1943, Willie’s ninth birthday.


They had, by then, discovered boxing. Papa Mike built a gym made out of corrugated iron at the bottom of the garden. The tin shanty was cold and unforgiving on winter mornings, and a steaming hellhole on summer afternoons. They called it the ‘Sock Exchange’, as fighters from all over the Transvaal were drawn to Benoni to train with the fighting Toweels.


In the backyard at 12 Balfour Street they broke the laws of apartheid by allowing a few hard-hitting natives to join them for illicit sparring. Native boys and girls, meaning black men and women, were not supposed to enter any white neighbourhood unless they were domestic servants or gardeners. The idea that they should be encouraged to punch white men in the face would have shocked almost everyone in South Africa. But the Toweels would do anything to make it in boxing.


Vic Toweel, Willie’s second-eldest brother, was not only the best fighter in the family – he became the greatest boxer in South African history and the first to win a world title when, in May 1950, in only his fourteenth professional bout, he defeated Manuel Ortiz in Johannesburg. Ortiz had fought 118 times but he could not hold off Vic, who became world bantamweight champion. Vic was nicknamed ‘Dynamite’, the ‘Benoni Buzzsaw’ and the ‘White Henry Armstrong’ because he fought with relentless ferocity.


In a secret only really known to his family, Vic loathed boxing. He hated the torturous battle he endured every fight to make weight, as well as the violence of the ring. Vic would have been happier leading an ordinary life; but his extraordinary boxing talent was a curse.


The scales, in the end, got him. Before he lost his world title, after two-and-a-half years, Vic furtively arranged for blood to be drained from his starving body to help him make the bantamweight limit of 118 pounds. He was so depleted that he could not stop the Australian Jimmy Carruthers from overwhelming him in the first round. Vic was knocked out again by Carruthers in their Johannesburg rematch and it was a relief when, after three more fights, he retired in November 1953.


Willie was determined to regain the world bantamweight title for the family. He got his chance in September 1955 when, trained by Alan and managed from a wheelchair by his polio-ridden brother Maurice, Willie fought Robert Cohen in Johannesburg. Cohen was regarded as the best French fighter since Marcel Cerdan and he dropped Willie twice in the opening round. Willie survived and boxed beautifully over the next fourteen rounds. He seemed to have won the title – only for a draw to be ruled.


Tears ran down his face at dinner late that night. ‘If only they were fair,’ Willie cried.


Three months later, he suffered his first defeat when forced to retire against Jannie van Rensburg in a Commonwealth lightweight title fight. It was two weight divisions up from bantamweight because, like Vic, Willie was dying on the scales. He knocked van Rensburg down in the first few minutes and was clearly in front when he tore his ankle ligaments. Willie was tagged a ‘quitter’.


He had to move down to defend his South African featherweight title against Hubert Essakow. Willie was Lebanese and Hubert was Jewish but, despite the conflict between their communities, the fighters were friends.


There was tension, however, as they prepared for battle at the Johannesburg City Hall on 19 March 1956. Willie felt unsettled at the prospect of facing Hubert and he was stricken with weight problems again. The Monday morning of the weigh-in, on the day of the fight, was disastrous. Willie woke from a fitful sleep and, stepping on the scales at home, found he was six pounds over the limit. His metabolism seemed to have gone awry and he paced agitatedly around the house in Benoni. The contest was to be broadcast live on national radio and Willie was contractually obligated to fight.


There was bedlam when they stood on the scales. Gasps and boos greeted the confirmation that Willie’s weight was a few ounces under 132 pounds. Essakow looked pensive as he watched from a distance. He had his own small problem for, a few minutes later, Essakow was twelve ounces over the stipulated 126-pound mark. His team protested that he could easily run it off; but they were not prepared to make him do so when Toweel was six pounds heavier than he should have been.


A compromise was struck. Willie would be stripped of his championship, but he had to get down to 129 pounds so that he and Hubert could meet in a non-title bout. He spent the morning sweating and starving in an effort to shift a few more pounds. At lunchtime, Willie weighed 129½ pounds. The fight was on.


At the City Hall all the old animosity towards the Toweels resurfaced. Their Lebanese ancestry and domination of South African boxing sparked a snobbish jealousy. It was time they were put in their place – and who better to beat up ‘a bloody Leb’ than a Jewish kid like Hubert Essakow?


A chant for the unbeaten challenger, robbed of his shot at the title, rose up with rhythmic urgency: ‘Eh-sah-kov! Eh-sah-kov!’


Willie felt better in the ring. All his distressing problems melted away and serenity descended. From the opening minute of round one it seemed as if he could not miss Essakow with thudding jabs and spiteful combinations. Toweel boxed with measured force, calibrating the heavy torque of his punches far more effectively than he had managed his weight.


Essakow refused to be discouraged. He poured forward no matter how hard he was hit. His features were swollen and he had barely won a round when, in the eighth, it looked as if Toweel was starting to wilt from the exhausting routine of bouncing punches off the head of his opponent. Essakow landed a withering body shot in the ninth and Toweel would say later that it felt as if he had been cut in half.


The tenth round saw a return to the previous pattern as Toweel jabbed and hooked with crisp authority and, for the first time, Essakow sagged. He slumped on his stool before round eleven with a dazed expression. His corner pushed him out when the bell sounded and Toweel picked Essakow apart even more easily. It was still surprising when a routine right to the chin sent Essakow toppling backwards.


Essakow’s head snapped back against the third and lowest rope and he lay in a stupor – staring blindly at Toweel. His bloodied mouth hung open.


Slowly, like a drowning man sinking beneath dark waters, he slid down from the bottom rope to the canvas. The referee counted to ten, and spread his arms to signal the end.


Willie’s smile eventually faded into incomprehension. Hubert lay very still on the canvas. Willie walked towards him, pushing his way through the crowd of officials who had filled the ring.


‘Hubert, Hubert,’ Willie said urgently. ‘Wake up, man. It’s me – Willie . . .’


Hubert Essakow remained silent and still.


There was trauma in Willie Toweel’s dressing room. He knelt on his bony knees on the red cement floor. His robe was still draped around his shoulders as he crossed himself with bandaged hands.


‘Please pray with me,’ he said to Papa Mike and his brothers Alan, Maurice, Jimmy, Vic and Fraser.


They gathered around Willie and bowed their heads as he repeated the same words again and again. ‘Please God, don’t let him die . . . please God, don’t let him die . . .’


Willie allowed his brothers to help him out of his fight gear. The robe, his hand wraps, trunks, socks and boots were peeled away so that he could be led to the shower. Then, with water hammering down on him, Willie closed his eyes and tried to imagine it was just a nightmare.


It did him little good and, soon, he scrambled into his street clothes. His damp hair stood askew on his head as he and his brothers ran to the car.


At first, Willie’s entrance to Hubert’s room at the Johannesburg General was blocked. The doctors were reluctant for anyone to see the fighter while they monitored his deteriorating condition.


The Essakow family huddled together in the corridor. They said little as Willie approached them with his mumbled apologies. He turned back to the doctor. ‘Please, doc,’ he said quietly. ‘I did this to Hubert. I’ve got to see him.’


‘Take it easy, son,’ the doctor said. He would allow Willie to enter Hubert’s room for a few minutes as long as the Essakow family did not object.


Paul Essakow, Hubert’s brother, nodded his consent. They all knew that Willie had not meant it to end this way. Hubert’s trainer, Johnny Mansour, leaned over and squeezed the fighter’s shoulder.


Willie entered the room hesitantly. He did not know what he expected but he almost gagged. Hubert’s face was covered by a criss-crossing mesh of tubes, which had been fed into his mouth and nose. His breathing made a rasping sound. It did not look as if Hubert would win this last fight of his life.


After he had left the room, Willie covered his face and cried.


Alan drove him around the deserted streets of Johannesburg late into the night. Willie stared out of the window, refusing to go home. They drove through the dark until Alan, who was exhausted, finally turned the car round and headed back to Benoni at three in the morning.


Their Sock Exchange glinted in the moonlight. Willie felt like tearing the garden gym apart, sheet by tinny sheet, but Alan steered him towards bed. In his pyjamas and propped up in a wheelchair, Maurice sat at Willie’s bedside for three hours as they waited for the night to end. Maurice tried to persuade his brother to rest, but Willie persisted in talking and staring at the hands that had ruined his friend.


Vic called them soon after daybreak. He phoned from a public telephone at the Princess Nursing Home where, after Hubert had been transferred from the general hospital, an emergency operation had been carried out shortly after one in the morning. The surgeons established that there was nothing they could do to ease the swelling of Hubert’s brain.


The morning newspapers were dominated by the tragedy. Willie was fixated by the front page of the Rand Daily Mail, which featured two photographs from the night before. A panoramic view of the ring stretched across the top third of the page. Willie could see himself looking down at the fallen figure of Hubert Essakow. The bottom rope was trapped by Hubert’s back, while his right arm waved helplessly. Below that wide-angled shot a far more terrible photograph captured a side-on view of Hubert’s face as, with that hanging jaw, he gazed at Willie. He looked as frightening as the headline:


ESSAKOW RUSHED TO HOSPITAL AFTER TOWEEL FIGHT – “Condition Critical” Say Doctors


It needed all the powers of Papa Mike and his brothers to persuade Willie to take a sleeping draught, prescribed by their family doctor, soon after eight o’clock that rainy morning. He slept for four hours – returning to the nightmare at lunchtime when he arrived at the Princess Nursing Home and was immediately surrounded by reporters shouting questions at him and by photographers flashing their cameras in his face. Willie bowed his head in the rain and hurried towards the entrance.


Hubert had been attached to an iron lung, as they called the ventilator that helped him breathe. But the sinister oedema, the fluid on his brain, had increased.


He remained unconscious for fifty-two hours. Finally, at 2 a.m. on 22 March 1956, Hubert Essakow died from the injuries he had sustained against Willie Toweel. He was twenty-one years old.


Willie released a short statement later: ‘There is nothing I can say which is good enough about such a great man and courageous fighter as Hubert Essakow. I shall always remember the times we spent together. We were great friends and we travelled together to fights. I knew him well – but when I met Hubert in the ring at the City Hall I also found out what a brave heart he had. I shall never forget him.’


His torment was deepened by the inquest and repeated calls to ban boxing in South Africa. There was further pain as he was hounded by newspapers – stretching from Johannesburg to London. They were willing to pay him serious money for an exclusive but Willie refused. He could not escape the crank callers as easily. As soon as he answered, they would ask to speak to ‘Hubert Essakow’ or wonder how it felt to be a killer. They seemed intent on driving him out of his mind.


Alan reminded him that many great fighters, from Ezzard Charles to Sugar Ray Robinson, had endured the same ordeal. Sam Baroudi, in the case of Charles, and Jimmy Doyle after he fought Robinson, had also died.


Reluctantly, Willie Toweel went back to boxing. He remained unbeaten for his next eight fights but only stopped two of his opponents, for he worried about hurting them. Willie considered retiring before Alan and Maurice convinced him to start again in London. From the moment he won the Commonwealth lightweight title in Earls Court against Dave Charnley in August 1957, Willie was rejuvenated.


He was feted by British fight fans, who appreciated his skills, and he fought eleven times in the UK before setting up his contest against Len Matthews at Madison Square Garden. He earned only two technical knockouts in Britain, preferring to outbox his opponents and win on points. In contrast, before the Essakow fight, he had scored fifteen stoppages in his first twenty-one bouts.


Willie seemed happier when he returned to South Africa after his rousing defeat of Matthews. But on 17 September 1960 he went back to the Johannesburg City Hall, the scene of the Essakow tragedy, and faced Jannie Botes in a South African welterweight title contest. Willie built a classy lead over Botes, but they were in the same ring where Hubert had spent his last conscious moments.


He was convinced that, as they moved into the ninth of a ten-round fight, he could see Hubert in front of him. Botes disappeared and the spectre of Hubert Essakow took over. Willie could not stand it. He had to get out of the ring and so, in desperation, he hit Botes with a deliberately low blow. The crowd howled in disbelief as Toweel was disqualified. It was the only way he could escape the haunting vision.


Boxing was under pressure. After 600 episodes of Friday Night Fights, famously sponsored by Gillette, NBC had abandoned the sport in June 1960. They had presented live boxing on Friday night television for nearly sixteen years – starting with Willie Pep’s defeat of Chalky White in September 1944. An average seventeen million people watched Friday Night Fights every week for the first dozen years, with the high point being a televised battle between Cuba’s Kid Galivan and Chuck Davey in 1953 when 67.9 per cent of the national audience tuned into the bout. But ratings began to slip with mismatches and the suspicion of fixed fights as the mob wielded its grimy influence.


Benny Paret, the world champion whom Emile Griffith hoped to challenge, had headlined the Garden’s first non-televised main event in over a decade when he knocked out Garnet ‘Sugar’ Hart in July 1960. It was a non-title bout but, also, confirmation that boxing could no longer command an automatic television audience. The fight game had, forty years before, been the most popular sport in America. But the world was changing. Boxing seemed too crooked and violent for a respectable new age.


A vision of wholesome decency shaped America’s view of itself. As the economy recovered from its wartime slump, middle-class families took to the suburbs and embraced conformity and consumerism. New cars and television made life seem more attractive – even if the conservatism of the early 1950s prevailed.


Boxing no longer fitted as neatly into America’s narrative as it had done in the 1920s and 1930s. Where it had once given struggling communities a way out of poverty – including waves of Irish, Italian and Jewish fighters – there were cleaner opportunities in a changing America. Boxing was hard and dirty and, while there were still many white fighters, more black and Hispanic men made their living from a dangerous trade at the start of the 1960s.


ABC still believed that boxing could attract millions of viewers every week and so they decided to produce a show called Saturday Night Fight of the Week. It remained a risk because, as a reporter for the Television Magazine suggested, ‘Friday at 10 p.m. had become accepted as the man’s hour in front of the TV set. But Saturday night belongs to the ladies.’


Madison Square Garden would supply the overwhelming bulk of the promotions. Teddy Brenner had been the Garden’s matchmaker for just a year, but he had won himself the prestigious position by producing some viciously competitive bouts at smaller New York arenas like St Nicholas and Eastern Parkway. Emile Griffith had become Brenner’s favourite young fighter after his first twelve professional contests took place at St Nick’s on West 66th Street. The matchmaker knew he could depend on Griffith’s technical excellence, stamina and punch resistance to keep the fans hooked.


Griffith’s next fight would be only the third week of ABC’s new partnership with the Garden – and he and his opponent needed to produce a compelling contest to seal the idea that Saturday was America’s new fight night. And so Brenner had sent a telegram to Maurice Toweel in Johannesburg. They had worked together on the Willie Toweel–Len Matthews fight, one of Brenner’s earliest cards at the Garden, and the memory of that fierce contest shone brightly. He offered Toweel significantly more money than he had made against Matthews and promised him a crack at Paret’s welterweight title if he beat Griffith.


Alan Toweel did not want the fight. He knew that Griffith, a natural welterweight, was far too big and strong for Willie. But Maurice argued that this was their brother’s final chance and his biggest payday. After the fiasco of his Johannesburg City Hall disqualification, this could be Willie’s last fight.




Larger battles consumed the United States. The colour lines dividing black and white America ran deep. Emile Griffith walked down them every day, with the racial discrimination he sometimes suffered being accentuated by the unchallenged prejudice against his sexuality. In the late summer of 1960, John Steinbeck campaigned against inequity in a simple way.


‘I am constantly amazed at the qualities we expect in Negroes,’ Steinbeck wrote in a passionate article reprinted in the New York Amsterdam News, the city’s only black newspaper. ‘We expect Negroes to be wiser than we are, more tolerant than we are, braver, more dignified than we are, more self-controlled, and self-disciplined. We even demand more talent from them than from ourselves.


‘A Negro must be ten times as gifted as a white to receive equal recognition. We expect Negroes to have more endurance than we in athletics, more courage in defeat, more versatility in music and dancing, more controlled emotion in theatre. We expect them to be more courteous, more gallant, more proud, more steadfast. While maintaining that Negroes are inferior to us, we prove our conviction that they are superior in many fields.


‘In the Alabama bus boycott we knew there would be no Negro violence – and there wasn’t. The only violence was white violence. In the streets we expect courtesy from Negroes even when we are ugly and overbearing. In the prize ring we know a Negro will be game and will not complain against a decision . . . When Martin Luther King was stabbed by a hysterical woman, he might have felt some anger or hurt or despair. But his first words on coming out of the anesthetic were: “Don’t let them hurt her. She needs help.”’


Two years before, on 20 September 1958, King had been stabbed in Harlem, where Emile lived. A woman called Izola Carr had plunged a knife deep in his chest, reaching his sternum. King, who had led the successful bus boycott of the segregated public transit system in Montgomery, Alabama, from December 1955 to December 1956, survived the attack. But in the week of the Griffith–Toweel fight, on Wednesday 19 October 1960, he was jailed in Atlanta. King had joined around a thousand students, who staged a sit-in protest against lunch-counter segregation at Atlanta University. He was the most prominent of the 280 people who had been imprisoned.


Emile did not understand how a man who spoke so much about peace and reconciliation could be subjected to assassination attempts and arrest. The world could seem confusing and mean.


In October 1960, amid the deep conservatism and racism, America also teemed with the promise of change. Vice President Richard Nixon and the Democratic Party’s John F. Kennedy, striving to become the first Catholic president of the United States, were embroiled in a ‘jet-age election’. For the first time in history the presidential candidates engaged in live television debate – with four contests between Nixon and Kennedy. The opening debate had been held on 26 September and seventy million viewers watched JFK face the far more famous figure of Nixon in a television studio.


The vice president had campaigned hard all day and, beneath the unblinking glare of the television lights, he looked pale, sweaty, stubble-faced and tired. Kennedy had prepared for television and, on a black-and-white screen, where every blemish of age and appearance was accentuated on Nixon’s face, the younger man looked charismatic. He spoke directly to the camera and wore a blue suit and shirt, which stood out more brightly – while Nixon opted for a grey suit, which blurred with the monochrome setting. Kennedy was hailed as the overwhelming winner.


On Friday 21 October, the night before ABC turned its attention to boxing and Griffith v Toweel, the final debate was screened. Nixon fought back hard, but it was clear that the momentum of the election had been transformed by the power of television and JFK’s emergence from relative obscurity.


Kennedy had also contacted Correta Scott King, Martin Luther’s wife, to pledge support and help release him from prison. In return, he was confident that he would have the widespread backing of black voters in America. It seemed as if a different country might soon emerge.


Willie Toweel paused in surprise. Killing time before the weigh-in at the New York State Athletic Commission office, his gaze was caught by a half-page newspaper advertisement for a ‘Thrilling new SOUTH AFRICAN star . . .’


He liked the way they had written ‘SOUTH AFRICAN’ in capital letters but, above the words, he saw the darker image of a young native. Willie knew that many white people in Benoni would have called her a ‘Kaffir girl’. Miriam Makeba was a young singer who had escaped apartheid for political exile. She had been discovered by Harry Belafonte and the advert for Makeba’s first LP suggested that her music was a ‘striking blend of the highly sophisticated and the primitive’.


Emile swanned into the office and, with a chuckle, peered over Willie’s shoulder. ‘She’s pretty, champ,’ he said of Makeba. ‘Do you like her?’


Willie looked up in surprise. Did this boy not know you could be locked up for even talking about a white man and a black girl?


‘Relax, champ,’ Emile said with a smile.


The weigh-in took place at noon and the joint was packed. Before stepping onto the scales, Willie was subjected to a rigorous medical examination. The doctor checked almost every part of his body – except his mind. At least he was fighting in the grand old Garden, rather than the Jo’burg City Hall, and Willie cracked a smile as the doctor declared him ‘fighting fit’.


He was less sure how to react when, after he had stripped down to his underpants, he felt a hand pat his right buttock cheek.


‘You’re in shape, champ,’ Emile said as Willie wheeled round to see who had touched him.


Emile wished his opponent good luck. ‘Ja, you too,’ Willie replied. For such a dangerous boxer, Emile Griffith was a curiously friendly fellow.


Willie Toweel stood on the weighing machine and felt relieved that, for once, he would not have to worry about the numbers they would shout out. He made the welterweight limit easily, scaling three pounds under at a precise 144, and he raised a fist in acknowledgement.


Emile followed him and, just in his trunks, he cut a magnificent figure. There was not an ounce of wasted flesh on his hard and muscled frame, which weighed 147 pounds.


‘Gentlemen,’ Teddy Brenner said with a wolfish grin, ‘we’ve got a date in the Garden tonight . . .’




CHAPTER TWO


Date Night


Madison Square Garden, New York, Saturday 22 October 1960


Esther Taylor did not bloom in the Garden. She avoided the hot glare of the ring and moved back towards the darker and smokier reaches of the arena. The atmosphere was clogged and choking, but she felt safer at a distance from the brutality of boxing. Emile had offered Esther and her sister, Carol, seats near ringside, in a place of honour as his girlfriend, but she had declined.


‘I don’t want to be too close,’ she told Emile.


As a sensitive man, and a fighter too, he understood. Emile did not love the raw sounds and bloody sights of the fight game. He just happened to be a ring natural, a boxer who did everything he needed to do between the ropes with easy accomplishment. But he had no desire to watch another man being hurt. There was something deadly about the breath being taken from a fighter by a venomous body punch. It was grim, too, when a boxer’s face was split open by a hook or his nose was broken by an uppercut.


The knockouts were far worse. They resembled a kind of dying, as the fallen fighter was swallowed up by oblivion. His eyes rolled back in his head, which often hit the canvas or one of the surrounding ropes. Emile didn’t like to see a fellow stretched out on his back for twenty seconds or more. He was much happier when the beaten opponent got up, just a little drunkenly after the count of ten, and smiled a woozy smile of acceptance. He had lost but he was fine. He had been buzzed but his head had already started to clear.


Emile knew the feeling. He had taken some heavy punches in his short career but they seemed to have done him no harm. He still appreciated why Esther did not like seeing him being hit – or watching him show savagery himself as he pummelled a decent man like Willie Toweel. So he made sure Howie Albert arranged discreet seats for the Taylor sisters.


Esther still had trouble even thinking of Emile as a boxer. Five years earlier, when they had first exchanged shy but intrigued looks at each other in church, he had appeared to Esther as a dreamy-looking older boy with a huge smile and a gentle face. Emile was easy to fall for because he was as charming as he was handsome. At fifteen, she liked his good manners and soft voice. His body was already incredible, but she needed the innocent reassurance of his kindness most of all. When he finally asked her out she learned a touch more about him. Esther liked the fact that he was good at sports – especially baseball – and that he was a hard worker who loved his family. Emile was different from all the rough and wild boys in Harlem whom Esther avoided. He valued her; and she fell in love with him.


She was still in high school when, out of nowhere, like some ominous roll of thunder, he suddenly became a boxer. Esther was not quite eighteen when Emile won the Golden Gloves after just a year of boxing. She understood it was a sizeable feat because of the clamour it unleashed around their close-knit community in Harlem. Emile, her boyfriend, had become a champion. She didn’t need him to win some glittering title to spell out that truth to her but, of course, she shared in the pride and giddy excitement. Emile, a black kid from their neighbourhood, was on his way to becoming a star of world boxing.


It was not easy being young and black in America. The stain of prejudice spread whenever they took the subway into the unsettling white world of Manhattan. You had to battle hard, and bite your lip sometimes to stop crying out at the injustice of it all, but she and Emile were used to hardship. They skirted around the trouble and inequality that framed their lives – just because the colour of their skin was different from the white folk with power and money.


Once she was out of school Esther worked in all kinds of jobs. She was like Emile in being ready to graft as a way of building something clean and good. Emile knew that Esther was much cleverer than him and so she was always going to end up in an office. She was intelligent and resourceful and, by October 1960, she was a book-keeper in Manhattan. It was solid and respectable work, and a real achievement for a twenty-year-old black woman, and Emile liked to boast about her. His girlfriend worked in Manhattan, in an office, crunching numbers much more prettily than he crunched punches into the swollen faces of his opponents.


Emile, however, was in the limelight. He was heading for fame and glory and, maybe, even riches. Esther didn’t care about the money he was making. She just wanted Emile to emerge from every fight safe and well and with his familiar smile intact. If she had been given a choice, Esther would have preferred it if Emile had been more ordinary and working in a normal job rather than being an acclaimed fighter. She would have even liked it more if he was in baseball, as she knew how much Emile had loved to play ball, as a catcher, but Esther was wise enough to let him live his life. He was on a path to somewhere strange and new, and she accepted the need to step back and allow him to fulfil everything that made him so distinct.


Esther would have loved to have been courted properly by Emile. It was a thrill going out with him, to dance and have dinner, but their dates were sporadic. Emile had such little time, amid the training and fighting and everything else he needed to do, that she accepted the limitations. When she sometimes found it difficult to stop the disappointment creasing her face, Emile could be especially attentive. He murmured sweet words to her then, and he mentioned the possibility of marriage one day. It helped her to know that he was thinking ahead of their life together. And so she could endure the sacrifice while she waited for him.


Emile wanted to have a good time with Esther. He just wanted to dance and laugh and lose himself, and her, in fun. Esther called him ‘a fabulous dancer’, but she kept up and glowed when she was with him. Emile dressed more beautifully than any man she knew and he liked talking to her about clothes and hats and the kind of stuff that usually remained between her and her girlfriends.


There were plenty of women at the fight that Saturday night. It was Date Night and, gaining free entry alongside their boyfriends and husbands, many of them would have wished to swap places with Esther, had they known her role in his life. Yet she did not think of the prestige and the status. Emile was her boy. He was her guy. She just wanted him back unharmed.


As the lights dimmed in the Garden, and the crowd’s drone turned into a roar, Esther felt a tightening in her stomach. She was nervous, and anxious for Emile, but she was proud too. Esther looked around the crammed arena and saw that people were ablaze with fervour. They were all talking about her boyfriend, hollering out his name as he and his opponent prepared to walk to the ring. Esther felt amazed again at the power and charisma of Emile. She felt lucky to be in love with him; but she just wanted the fight to be over so that she might see him smiling and laughing and teasing her again about their next date.


Esther bowed her head and said a silent prayer amid the bedlam.


Draped in a black robe, and wearing white trunks, Emile Griffith moved in a solemn dance in his corner of the ring. Gil Clancy and Howie Albert stood next to him. Willie Toweel wore black trunks so that he and Griffith stood out even more clearly on monochrome television screens across America. On the back of his gown, his name and ‘South Africa’ had been stitched into the fabric. His brother Alan was dressed all in white, with ‘Willie Toweel’ emblazoned across his shoulders. Jimmy August, the American trainer who looked after the Nigerian middleweight world title contender Dick Tiger, was also in their corner.


Don Dunphy, at ringside, had established himself as one of the most famous voices in America after calling the Gillette Friday Night Fights on radio for nineteen years. Having moved to ABC, he was commentating on just his third television boxing programme. His nasal-voiced familiarity rang out as he advised millions of viewers that, ‘Both boys feature superb boxing ability, so we’re looking for a fast fight from gong to gong. We invite you to look for darting left hooks mingled with sharp right-hand counter-punching. And now let’s move to our ring announcer, Johnny Addie . . .’


Dressed in his customary tuxedo, Addie nodded to the fighters while the gleaming microphone was lowered from the rafters and down towards the centre of the ring. It would not be long before he called them together. But Addie had a special guest to hail first at the Garden. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he yelled, ‘in the audience tonight, retired, undefeated heavyweight champion of the world . . . Rocky Marciano!’


Marciano waved as he skipped across the ring to greet Toweel. He then turned back to touch Griffith’s arm before taking his leave. After the fighters had been introduced by Addie, the referee took charge. ‘Now,’ Al Berl told Toweel and Griffith, ‘you’ve boxed here before. You know the rules. I want you boys to give us a good, clean fight.’


The two boxers brought their gloves together for the start of Toweel’s fifty-fourth bout and Griffith’s twenty-third.


Bouncing on his feet, like a dancer, Toweel moved away from Griffith at the opening bell. The pattern of the fight was set as Griffith, much the bigger man, slipped naturally into his role as the aggressor. He stalked the nimble mover with his own flatter feet as if wanting to maximise the power of his punches.


The first three rounds were evenly matched, with Griffith’s combinations being countered by Toweel’s slick jab and occasional right hand. A decent body shot from Toweel encouraged a loud ‘Attaboy, Willie, attaboy!’ from Jimmy August.


The two fighters nodded at each other at the conclusion of round three as Dunphy, in his commentary, confirmed that, ‘this is a very close fight’.


Fifteen seconds into the fourth, however, Griffith followed up a sweet combination with a peach of a right hand. The South African went down in a heap, the force of the blow making his black hair fly up on his head as he landed on the canvas with a thump. But Toweel was tough and he rose quickly, at the count of three. The referee kept counting, adding a finger to accompany every spoken digit, ‘. . . four . . . five . . . six . . . seven . . . eight . . .’, while Toweel wiped his gloves on his trunks as if wanting to rub away the stain of being knocked down.


Toweel looked ragged and he was reduced to holding as Griffith tried to end it with a big shot. ‘Toweel has plenty of courage – as he showed in the Matthews fight,’ Dunphy said.


Griffith was hasty and most of his punches flew wildly over Toweel’s head. As they clinched in the centre of the ring, Dunphy noted that, ‘Toweel is using all his ring cunning to stay in there.’


Toweel still needed his brother to spray his face with cold water in the corner. Alan wiped him down and Jimmy August went to work, waving smelling salts under Willie’s nose.


A small cut had opened up over Toweel’s right eye and, as the fight wore on, he struggled to keep Griffith at a distance with his jab. Toweel was under severe pressure and, in the break before the seventh, Clancy urged Griffith to ‘get him out of there’. Those stark words worked because Griffith came out firing. Toweel buckled and Griffith connected with a fizzing left and a fierce right to score a second knockdown.


Toweel got to his feet slowly. He was soon hurt again by a Griffith uppercut and two more right hands. Toweel wobbled but held on until the bell.


‘Are you okay, Willie?’ Alan asked above the bedlam of the Garden.


‘Ja,’ Toweel said, as his brother pulled his trunks clear of his gut so that he could suck in as much oxygen as possible. They both knew he had been badly hurt.


‘You’ve got to keep him off you,’ Alan said. ‘Jab and move, Willie.’


The outcome was still predictable as Griffith hunted him down in round eight. Toweel was pinned against the ropes when a right cross and a left hook to the body dropped him. Toweel clutched the bottom rope as, on one knee, he listened to the count. He was up before eight but Griffith was already moving in to finish him. The South African went down again just as the bell rang.


Toweel made it back to his corner, but his brother was so concerned that they forgot to bring out the stool. August scrambled for the small wooden seat and they were soon joined by the ringside doctor. He did not linger for long before gesturing to the referee. It was over.


Emile Griffith visited his opponent’s locker room. ‘I’m sorry, champ,’ he said. So much hurt was etched into the beaten man’s face that Emile recognised the truth. Willie Toweel, at the age of twenty-six, was done as a fighter. He would never box again.


They had little in common, apart from the fact that they had spent twenty-four minutes that night trying to knock each other out cold. But Emile liked Willie. He sensed a kindness in the South African, which overcame everything he had heard about white people in that country.


Emile knew Willie was a good man. And so, even after they had run out of words to say to each other, he hung around the locker room a little longer. Emile patiently answered Alan’s questions about the best gyms in New York and listened to the trainer’s stories about his encounters with great cornermen like Ray Arcel, Charley Goldman and Cus D’Amato.


It helped when Rocky Marciano arrived to offer condolences because the Toweels were awed to meet him. Emile could say goodbye. He embraced Willie, kissing him on the cheek.


‘Thank you, champ,’ Willie said as his smiling conqueror wheeled round one last time to give him a big thumbs-up. It looked as if Emile, his skin shiny with victory, had never seen a ghost in his life.


An hour later Emile and Calvin Thomas rolled out of the artists’ entrance at Madison Square Garden and climbed into a yellow checker cab on 8th Avenue. Just off 50th Street they had to cross eight blocks of Saturday night traffic to get to Times Square. Emile always felt most alive in that cold and glittering heart of New York City. There was a sense of danger and excitement along the neon-lit streets, which made him feel like he had reached home – and the crossroads of the world.


Esther Taylor was his girlfriend but he had to be with Calvin. He couldn’t say the words out loud to anyone, not even to Calvin and never to Esther, but he needed to be with men in a dark and sweaty place. He felt the urge most strongly after a fight. It was as if the perils of the ring needed to be followed by the thrill of a more seductive night of risk.


Calvin and Emile lost themselves among all the boys and men who made their heads spin. They weren’t partners, but they shared that same urge to dance and kiss and touch men more than women. Esther was a good girl, and Emile loved her in his own way. But, above all, he valued the freedom she gave him. She made few demands and so, instead of insisting that he see her after a fight, Esther allowed him to disappear. She knew he was ‘busy’, that he had people to see, and Emile felt it best that her innocence was not ruined. He would keep his different worlds separate from each other. It was the only way he had of salvaging his happiness, and sanity.


Howie Albert had followed Emile and Calvin up the stairs. ‘Be careful,’ he’d shouted, for he knew how risky New York had become amid the crackdown. Emile nodded. He understood how much he needed to guard his mostly secret life.


It would have been safer if they had headed down to Greenwich Village because, in the fall of 1960, only Bon Soir, Café de Lys and Julius’ had been allowed to remain open as the rest of gay New York crumbled. Among their many haunts across town, Lenny’s Hideaway, Mais Oui, the 415, Tic-Toc, 316, Big Dollar and even Floradora in Jackson Heights, Queens, had been raided and closed by the police over the previous six months. Each of them had created their own atmosphere. The Big Dollar regulars wore leather jackets, while the 415, a dance club for mostly young Hispanic men, was more to Emile’s taste. But the bars Emile loved most had all been around Times Square. Their dusky interiors contrasted with the flickering strip joints lining a grid of gaudy streets.


They were all gone. The New York City Police Department had shut down over forty gay bars in less than a year. Only the Village trio had been spared because each claimed to be a legitimate business. An eighteen-year-old Barbra Streisand sang at Bon Soir during a residency that ran from 9 September to 20 November 1960, as the venue continued to promote musical events to offset any allegations that they simply catered for a homosexual clientele. Meanwhile, Café de Lys was connected to a theatre and Julius’ operated as a restaurant in the Village.


Celebrated writers like Tennessee Williams and Truman Capote, who had published Breakfast at Tiffany’s in 1958, dined at Julius’. But it was too theatrical and stuck-up for Emile, and he hated the way the management at Julius’ harassed less renowned visitors. They were terrified of losing their licence because the New York State Liquor Authority implemented a law that prohibited the serving of alcohol to homosexuals. The bar staff were under instruction either to evict young gay men or to force them to avoid eye contact with famous diners.


Emile preferred the grittiness of 42nd Street and the way in which, even after they were shut down, bars found a way of opening in a new place under a fresh name. He could not keep up with all the name changes, but he and Calvin knew that a small bar had just sprung up in the basement of a club called The Joint, which had been closed a month earlier. Emile and Calvin would be likelier to find their favourite friends there – rather than in the Village.


It was still risky with so much police entrapment. There was a simple ruse whereby a vice officer, out of uniform, propositioned a lonely soul at the bar or in the restroom. The fact that the entrapped man was often married or working in a respectable job added to his shame. Emile could never work out why, if someone was friendly and apparently attracted to you, it was a crime to respond in kind. It seemed rude to shun a fellow coldly – but acting more naturally could lead to arrest.


Sexual relations between people of the same gender were still a criminal act in every state of America. The Sodomy Law covered all forms of homosexual sex and carried potential jail terms for those found guilty of between two and twenty years, with accompanying fines of up to $2,000. Even consensual sex between two adult men in the privacy of their home could result in imprisonment.


Emile and Calvin had usually escaped before a bar was raided. Such collusion was typical of the way the police and the mob worked together. Before a raid, the bar about to be invaded would be tipped off by a cash-hungry cop who was paid for his information. The lights on the dancefloor would suddenly blaze into life and everyone ran for the exit. One or two stragglers might be snared, but most people got away without being thrown into a cop car. And then, for a few months at least, the place would be closed.


The clampdown of 1960 was much harsher. There were fewer warnings and the closures seemed permanent. The authorities were out to shut down every aspect of homosexuality. Policemen and federal agents planted microphones in the backs of park benches to record illegal homosexual advances, and used two-way mirrors and peepholes to monitor gay activity in public toilets. Even if two men were caught lingering together over a cigarette they would be given a nudge in the back with a truncheon and a police officer’s blunt order: ‘Move on, faggots!’


Robert Wagner, the mayor of New York, had instigated the purge in late 1959 after latching onto a campaign driven by Lee Mortimer – a syndicated gossip columnist and crime reporter, who was obsessed with the Mafia using illicit homosexual venues to launder their money. Mortimer took particular relish in calling the bars ‘daffodil dens’ for ‘the dainty hand-on-hippers’. He argued that mobsters, rather than homosexuals, were his primary target.


‘They’re the ones I’m gunning for,’ Mortimer wrote, ‘not the deviates who excuse their aberrations on the grounds of sickness.’


Mortimer still spent hours in the ‘lavender holes’ – and he wrote reams of outraged but titillated copy about the ‘diseased debauchery’ he witnessed. Popular magazines like Coronet made even more hysterical claims: ‘Some male sex deviants do not stop with infecting their often-innocent partners. They descend through perversions to other forms of depravity, such as drug addiction, burglary, sadism and even murder. Once a man assumes the role of a homosexual, he often throws off all moral restraints.’


Mayor Wagner endorsed ‘weeding out the daffodil dens’ as hard evidence that his administration, with an election looming, was tough on crime. Homosexuals were an easy target. Regarded as criminals and perverts, homosexuals were also diagnosed as being sick by the medical profession. In 1952, the American Psychiatric Association had declared homosexuality to be a ‘sociopathic personality disturbance’ – a clinical diagnosis that would not be challenged for another twenty years.


Such prejudice ran all the way to the White House. Soon after his inauguration in 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower had signed an executive order that listed ‘sexual perversion’ (meaning homosexuality) as a reason for a federal employee to be sacked from his position. Six hundred and forty homosexuals lost their government posts over the next sixteen months during the Lavender Scare – which matched national Red Scare paranoia about communism and the atomic bomb.


In 1953, four years before he wrote West Side Story, Leonard Bernstein lamented that, ‘We are not living in experimental times.’ Bernstein was a married gay man, a great composer and conductor boxed in by convention. ‘We are not producing real tragedy, or real satire. All the caution and fear prevents it and we are left with art that is whiling away the time until the world gets better or blows up.’


Gore Vidal, another gay American writer, would complain later that, ‘The fifties was the bad decade.’


Deep into 1960, it seemed as if the old decade had never ended – and just got worse. Emile hunkered down in the back of the old yellow cab, willing the driver to weave faster through the traffic so that he and Calvin could shake off the shackles in Times Square. He was in the mood to dance.


Emile had travelled a long way from the sunlit Caribbean to the seamy neon of New York. He had been shaped in Charlotte Amalie, the largest city on St Thomas, part of the United States Virgin Islands, where he had lost his father and, for a while, his mother too. Emile had also found his true self on the island.


He was happy during his earliest years. Emile went to school, did his household chores, swam in the sea, played baseball and stole fruit with his friends for fun. It was only when his father, Emile Senior, left them, that Junior shrivelled on the inside. His mother told them that their daddy had gone for good, or bad, to New York City. Junior wondered if his father might have looked in and kissed him goodbye while he slept. He did not dare ask his mother in case she answered with a blunt ‘no’.


Emile Sr was a bull of a man and his rippling physique, if not his crude character, would eventually be inherited by his eldest son. When he was still young, Junior kept dreaming of his daddy, seeing him return home in his sleep. But every morning he woke to an empty feeling as his father was still missing. In the evenings, before bed, hoping he might have the same dream that night, he would sit alone in front of their small house. Emile would throw a baseball in the sultry air, catching it and liking the comforting thud as it landed smack in the middle of his battered old glove. When his eyes were not following the white ball spinning slowly up into the sky, he would turn his gaze towards the mountain road. Emile wished that, one day, he might see his father walking home in the fading light.


His mother had always been a wonderful cook. But, once Emile Sr left, all the joy went out of her cooking. Money and pleasure were rationed – and worry consumed Emelda. She had to find work and, when the break came, their lives were never the same again. Emelda was offered the chance to become the official cook for the governor of Puerto Rico. Only eighty miles separated Charlotte Amalie from the exotic world of San Juan but, to a boy of ten, it felt as if he had lost his mother. Emelda was also distressed, and it was only when her own mother and sisters insisted that they would look after her five children that she agreed to leave. She would sail home for a visit every three or four months.


At first, living with his grandmother, Emile remained hopeful. Life only darkened when she fell ill and Emile moved in with his cousin Blanche. She lived in a cottage with her two children and his arrival threw her into a fury. Blanche made him work as if he was a man twice his age. Emile’s day started at dawn, when he carried a metal drum down the mountain so that he could fill it with fresh water, which he would then haul back up the steep climb. He was also responsible for the yard and getting the kids to and from school. Whenever he made a mistake, or he did not clean the house or polish the floors until they were beautifully shiny, Blanche punished him. If it was not the belt being used to a point where bloodied weals were raised on his flesh, it was the torture of being made to hold two cinder blocks above his head.


He stayed away from Blanche as much as possible and it was on an afternoon when he hid in the woods that more complicated trouble seized him. Emile jumped when he felt a hand grip his shoulder. A large stranger beamed down at him. The man had an eerie smile and a gold tooth gleamed inside his dark mouth. It made him look like a pirate. But the man insisted he was Emile’s uncle. Emile thought it strange that, aged twelve, he had never met his mysterious uncle before.


His new uncle laughed a lot as he enticed Emile back to the shack where he lived. They were on their own, and Emile’s curiosity turned to fear.


The shack was cramped and smelly and his uncle made it even smaller by towering over him. Emile tried to make his excuses. Blanche would be angry if he did not return home to complete his chores. The uncle shook his head and flashed another gold-toothed smile. It would be best if they both had a little rest first.


There was only one bed and Emile’s uncle cackled. He joked that, without an aunty to keep him warm, he slept alone. But the bed was big enough for the two of them.


Emile tried to wriggle away when his uncle steered him towards the bed. But the man was too strong. He held Emile tight and lay down with him. Emile closed his eyes, pretending to sleep, but his uncle was wide awake. His hands crawled across Emile’s body like giant scuttling spiders. They scared Emile and he attempted to break free. There was no chance of escape and, with the man whispering hoarsely, Emile lay very still. The big rough hands kept moving, dipping down from beneath his shirt to places that Emile knew they did not belong. He felt dirty and wanted to cry when the man touched him inside his shorts.


The jokes and smiles had stopped. Emile was overpowered and made to do things he did not really understand. He thought he might die in that stinking shack, for he was helpless until it was over. It was only then that, as the man rolled away from him, he could slip off the bed. Emile pulled on his clothes, biting his lip to stop the tears from falling. He turned quickly when, as if waking from madness, the man pressed some coins into his hand and told him to buy himself some sweets.


As he ran from the shack, Emile hurled the coins deep into the bushes. They made him feel so sick that he threw up on the side of the dirt road.


That ordeal made him yearn for his mother and a refuge from sadness. Emile could not put his feelings into words and so, quietly, he retreated into himself. He stayed clear of the woods and spent his free hours wandering along the fringes of Charlotte Amalie. For some strange reason he was drawn towards Mandal, an imposing building on the edge of town. He had always been told that Mandal, a reformatory, would be his worst fate if he hung around with bad kids.


Outside the high walls, he heard the boys playing in the courtyard. All the warnings that you would be locked up forever seemed less sinister when the kids inside sounded happy and free. Emile found a way to talk to some of the boys. They peered at him through the iron railings of the main gate, their curious faces pinned flat against the bars, alive with chatter and questions. Beyond telling them his name, Emile could not really explain what had brought him to the juvenile prison gates. He had his own questions.


Did they get beaten in Mandal? Nah, not much.


Did they get fed? Yeah.


Did they have lots of friends? Of course.


So the place was okay? Yeah, sometimes.


Those short answers were enough to convince Emile that the kids in Mandal had a better life than he did.


A few days later he ran away from Blanche and turned up at the front gate. He asked to see the supervisor with a simple request. Could he live at Mandal? The supervisor looked confused. Had he committed a crime? Emile shook his head. He just wanted to move into Mandal. The supervisor chuckled and said he would arrange for him to be driven back home.


He liked riding in the jeep, feeling the wind in his face, as they drove up the winding mountain road to Blanche’s cottage. But he wept when, after she had listened to the driver and thanked him slyly for his trouble, she beat Emile with the belt and made him hold the cinder blocks above his head for longer than usual.


Emile tried again the following week. There was something so raw in his face that the Mandal man listened sympathetically to his plea. He still insisted that the reformatory was no place for good kids who already had a home. With a gesture of kindness, he gave him a bowl of chowder. Once Emile had devoured it, he was driven back again in the jeep.


The beating this time was even worse – and the cinder blocks felt heavier than before. Emile seemed to have lost all hope.


Fate intervened in bloody fashion when his little sister Joyce, living once more with their grandmother, stood on a large garden fork. One of the tines ran deep inside Joyce’s foot and Emile reacted quickest to her screams. He managed to hoist Joyce onto his back and ran all the way down the mountain to Mandal. It was the only place which he thought might help.


Emile was exhausted by the time he reached the reformatory. The nurse at Mandal began to work immediately on Joyce and, after she had cleaned the wound, she stitched it shut. As Joyce recovered in a bed in the sick bay, the nurse and the supervisor turned to Emile. His bloodied shirt was stuck to his back and, carefully, they removed it. They saw vivid tracks consistent with the marks made by a strap. Emile had not been lying about his cousin. He really did need a new place to live.


Blanche wrote to Emelda to complain that her son had gone crazy and moved away from the family to the devil. Emelda returned home in a rush. It was true. Junior had left Blanche’s cottage for Mandal. And yet, as the supervisor confirmed to Emelda, he had not been caught doing anything wrong. If he could not stay with his mother he simply preferred to live at Mandal.


Emelda agreed that Junior would remain in the reformatory as long as she worked in Puerto Rico. She returned to San Juan, promising Junior and all her children that they would be reunited one day, and life settled into a more stable routine. Emile thrived amid the discipline and structure of Mandal while, outside of school and work time, he made new friends. An intimate bond between him and some of the boys developed easily.


There were some, sensing the truth about Emile, who sought to take advantage. Flashbacks of his dangerous uncle recurred when Emile was propositioned by a much older boy in the showers. They were alone, standing beneath the cascading water, when the bigger kid backed him into a corner. He moved towards Emile with a swagger that suggested he was used to getting his way with any boy who took his fancy. Emile told him he was no fairy; but the bruiser grabbed Emile. They began to wrestle. The older boy laughed, as if this was how his kind of fun always started, but Emile stopped him with a hard punch.


There was anger, then, and the boy clawed at him. But Emile kept hitting his attacker until the big kid began to cry. He never came near Emile again.


Emile relaxed with a couple of the good kids. He didn’t need to lash out at them because they made their moves in warmer ways. These boys offered Emile comfort and tenderness – and a whole heap of fun. He explored his sexuality with them while hiding it as much as he could from everyone else. Emile knew that, on the outside, it was best to stay discreet and quiet. But he felt as if he had found something that belonged to him. On the inside, tucked away in Mandal and his deepest self, Emile had discovered a new way of living. There was worry and guilt, but a secret happiness too.


Whenever his mother returned home for a visit, he would stay with her and his grandmother. As soon as she went back to Puerto Rico, he returned to Mandal. There were fewer surprises there than with his own family. On a trip to San Juan, to see Emelda, he had been startled when he discovered she had a new husband, Antonio Castillo, and three stepchildren. Emile was more intrigued, as a teenager, in slipping out at night. His interest in Hispanic boys was sealed on summer nights in San Juan.
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