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  FOREWORD




  BY GEORGE FOREMAN




  In my opinion, Jerry Quarry was the best heavyweight fighter never to have won a championship belt. When I became Heavyweight Champion of the World, I dodged him purposely. I knew that if he fought the right fight against me, employed the right tactics, he could have given me trouble. But neither of us dodged each other outside the ring.




  I trained all over the world, met dozens of champions and thousands of fighters, and nobody was nicer to me than Jerry. Jerry, you could meet. He would talk to you. I was definitely a Jerry Quarry fan.




  And I know I was just one of millions of Jerry Quarry fans. It’s hard not to be a fan of a man from humble beginnings who had the guts to fight against opponents who were always bigger than him, and who so often came out on top.




  Jerry Quarry was one of the best heavyweights of all time. He fought toe to toe with Heavyweight Champion Joe Frazier, twice. He fought Heavyweight Champion Muhammad Ali twice. He out-boxed two-time Heavyweight Champion Floyd Patterson. He outpunched Earnie Shavers. He destroyed Mac Foster and schooled Ron Lyle.




  I wish you were still here Jerry. We miss you. God bless you.




  
CHAPTER ONE TOP OF THE WORLD, MA





  The man’s musculature was awesome, sinewy and powerful. Biceps bulged and pectorals bowed taut as he stretched and flexed. Hermes had blessed this giant with the most precious of gifts—speed. The perspiration clung to his caramel skin, glistening. Though his complexion was light, at that point in history, he was considered the blackest man on the planet.




  Across the hall, a strikingly handsome slab of chiseled granite stretched and flexed. A full head of long dark hair wandered down his bull-like neck, which tapered grudgingly to shoulders born of Atlas. His piercing blue eyes stung with sweat. Adrenaline coursed madly through his veins. Though from a Black Irish heritage, at that point in history, he was considered the whitest man on the planet.




  “Irish” Jerry Quarry, the number one ranked heavyweight in the world, was lathered up on this fateful October night in Atlanta, preparing for the biggest moment of his life.




  His opponent was a living quasar, the greatest fighter in history, Muhammad Ali. The arena was packed to the rafters. The fight had drawn the most potent concentration of black money and black power ever assembled. They screamed for Quarry’s scalp.




  Jesse Jackson, Jim Brown, Sidney Poitier, Julian Bond, Hank Aaron, Bill Cosby, and Diana Ross spearheaded the support apparatus for Ali on that storied occasion, his legendary bout marking his return from exile. The atmosphere was absolutely electric, surreal. The gladiators were poised for battle.




  Quarry paced his dressing room. He came upon an official fight poster plastered on a concrete wall. The promoters had commissioned star sports artist LeRoy Neiman to design the historic notice. He didn’t disappoint, producing a vivid color-splashed masterpiece.




  Fight time approached. The anticipation was palpable. Megastar “Superfly” Curtis Mayfield was in the ring gearing up for his rendition of the National Anthem. The audience was frenzied and apoplectic.




  In his mind’s eye Quarry reflected on his origins, trying to apply some context to the momentous occasion. He struggled to comprehend the divine providence that had brought him to the cusp of immortality. The world had come to demand he engage in combat with comparative goliaths. Ali was nearly four inches taller and outweighed Quarry by twenty pounds.




  Whether the superhumans Quarry engaged were descendants of the biblical Nephilim mattered not at that moment. Quarry knew only what his fans forever demanded of him. Slay the giant.




  Quarry took a great gulp of air and exhaled evenly. He then locked eyes with the person he held most dear in life, his mother, Arwanda. He greeted her as he always greeted her, by grabbing her at the waist and lifting her high over his head. The reciprocal warmth was evident as Arwanda beamed with pride. Jerry gently swung Arwanda down into a cotton candy landing. She fervently embraced her son. “We’re here Momma,” he whispered. “Everybody said we’d never make it.” She stifled a sob. “It was a long, hard time a-comin’.”




  
CHAPTER TWO VINTAGE WINE FROM THE GRAPES OF WRATH





  In 1935 nine-year-old Arwanda Tolbert looked in a mirror at the schoolhouse in tiny Earl Prairie, Arkansas. Her countenance was grim, her stare steadfast, those determined Pacific blue eyes of hers almost saying, “I dare ya.” She was the first of five children born to bone-poor parents in a mountaintop home in Logan County, some forty miles east of Fort Sill, Arkansas. She was bound and determined to get off that mountain some day.




  The word Arkansas is an English pronunciation of a French translation of a Native American phrase. The phrase means “downstream people.” It took an act of Congress, literally, to settle the official spelling and pronunciation of Arkansas, and it remains the only state in the union to hold that dubious distinction.




  Arwanda’s grandparents, John E. and Sarah Finney, had both been raised on that mountain. The Finney menfolk had served as God-fearing preachers over several generations, and so it was quite natural that John ran the church in Earl Prairie. Two years after marrying John, Sarah gave birth to daughter Winona. Sarah passed on to Winona her deep love of books. She had always been enamored of reading and writing. She even went so far as to spend four years in the eighth grade, not because she was held back, but because that was the grade level limit of Earl Prairie School.




  Winona clung to the breast of the clan into young adulthood. But when she was nineteen, Winona traveled out of state to visit a cousin. A few months later she returned with a husband, Ernest Tolbert. The imported husband claimed his piece of the untamed mountain and officially merged with the Finney clan.




  Nearly a year later, with the assistance of a midwife, Winona gave birth to her first child, a daughter, Arwanda. She was born on August 20, 1926. Irene followed thirteen months later. A boy, Orville, drew his first breath in 1930, followed by Faye, who made her debut in 1933. Young Arwanda and her siblings called their grandmother Sarah “Mama” and grandfather John “Papa.” Those terms of endearment were multigenerational, as they also applied to Ernest and Winona. There was a lot of love in the family, and Arwanda felt safe in the bosom of her kinfolk.




  Upon first blush, the Tolbert men were strong physical specimens, tough as nails. And they measured in at a very good height to boot. All the Tolbert men stood right at, or above, 5’10”, which was considered robust for the time period. But they were cursed by heart trouble. All five of Ernest’s brothers, and Orville, eventually died of heart complications.




  Arwanda’s life was dominated by the close-knit fabric of her immediate family and other relatives. She was baptized into the bonds of her clan, with each member fiercely loyal and dedicated to the others. The mountain clan was a fully integrated unit. They raised cows and chickens to survive. They also raised corn—taking it to the mill so it would be fit for selling in Booneville—and they sold eggs and cream as well. The trip into town was a ten-mile haul via horse-drawn wagon. They were hardened folks doing hard labor, an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay. The DNA of that work ethic would prove to run both hot and cold through the blood-lines of their progeny.




  No megalopolis, the Earl Prairie community in Logan County consisted of between fifty and sixty people, mostly related to each other in one way or another, though some Choctaw Indian blood was known to have entered the gene pool. The church and the schoolhouse were the only public buildings in the entire area. Earl Prairie was actually just an isolated outpost languishing in the mountains about ten miles from Booneville, the county seat of the Southern Judicial District, located at the junction of State Highways 10 and 23. In 1898, the Choctaw, Oklahoma, and Gulf Railroad constructed a spur that linked Little Rock, Arkansas, and McAlister, Texas.




  The rail passed right alongside Booneville and became a major player in the small town’s economy. The John J. Grier Hotel Company held the franchise rights for hotels and eating houses along the spur and became a leading employer in the area. But Grier parceled out the choice jobs to relatives, so the inhabitants of Earl Prairie found little reason to migrate down off the mountains.




  Once the tracks were laid, a conglomerate known as the Choctaw, Oklahoma, and Memphis Townsite Company handed out lots, free of charge, to the businesses that agreed to relocate to existing farmland north of the tracks. The company saw a future in developing plots for homes in the area. Many availed themselves of the opportunity, and Booneville prospered for nearly three decades. Alas, feast was wholly unprepared to meet famine.




  The Great Depression took the entire country by surprise. Because most of the country did not have the requisite level of sophistication to readily grasp, much less respond to, the uneasy nuances signaling alarm at the mounting failures in major financial markets, the start of the Depression is usually tied to either the notorious Black Tuesday or dreaded Black Thursday of October 1929. That’s when bold headlines sounded a death knell to the public in general, leaving no doubt that the powers that be had proclaimed the revered economy to have collapsed.




  But the Depression blindsided farmers in particular. The farmers in Arkansas, and other farming-intensive states, knew only that in 1929 agriculture employed a lot of people, accounting for nearly one-quarter of the nation’s employment, in fact. Though 40 percent of banks in the United States failed in 1929, the small farm owners and their true salt-of-the-earth families paid that no attention. They didn’t put their hard-earned cash in those big city banks anyway.




  No, the numbers that struck fear into the noble people of America’s heartland were those incredible figures reporting cotton prices off a whopping 61 percent from 1929 to 1930. Overall crop prices dropped a mind-boggling 51 percent from 1929 to 1933. True, the farmers were a humble people. But they could count, and the cash money numbers for their yield just didn’t add up to a living. Their olfactory nerves were on a constant state of high alert, as government bullshit was prevalent throughout the land.




  Since the dismal prevailing market prices weren’t enough to extinguish the spirit of the farming communities in the Midwest, well then, good old Mother Nature would soon be pressed into service to see how she could fare. Turns out she was a real bitch.




  But taking into consideration that she was pregnant with the Dust Bowl, perhaps her mood was understandable. She delivered the wicked child at full term. Droughts of epic proportions reigned. Arkansas saw a yearly rainfall average of fifty inches drop to an abysmal nineteen in 1930.




  It also got hotter than Cairo. July temperatures, usually in the 90s, scorched Arkansas hides with 107-degree sun-baths. August brought a surge from Satan to peak at a furnace-blasting 113 degrees. Severe storms lashed the devastated farmlands, creating huge dust storms. The land was raw and unyielding. By 1931, Arkansas’ leading cash crop, cotton, cost more to plant than the harvest returned.




  Ernest Tolbert abandoned farming and hooked on with Ellis-Lewis Construction as a cement finisher. The sprawling concern had secured enviable government contracts consisting of highway building throughout Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Texas. Arwanda and the family hit the road with a sense of relief. They were off to see their dad help build a historic monument to the transportation industry, including carving out and paving Route 66.




  As the blighted 1930s limped by, the Tolberts rode the highway construction wave. Ernest raked in $40 per week and was damned proud of it. In 1940 he bought the family a brand-new Oldsmobile for $1,100. The Tolberts were crapping in tall cotton.




  That very same tall cotton shrank considerably as 1940 grew long in the tooth. Cement work was getting hard to come by. Ernest’s brothers and sisters had joined the mass exodus to California in the mid-1930s. They made a living picking fruit and urged Ernest to join them, advising him that by putting the children to work, good money could be made. They said California was the place he ought to be, so Ernest loaded up the Olds and moved the family. But they missed Beverly Hills by about 120 miles.




  To this day, Arwanda is dead set against being portrayed as a Dust Bowl person. She makes the point that her dad earned $40 a week paving roads, and she is quite correct in that someone earning forty smackers a week in those times was doing well. She punctuates her position by explaining that the family car was brand new and most definitely not a Jed Clampett special nor a Joad-mobile. Labels can, at times, be ugly and misleading.
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  Jack Quarry Sr. was born in Ireland. He was a man looking to better his lot in life, as were thousands of other immigrants from the Emerald Isle. Jennetta Thomas was a descendant of the Dallas and Houston line of Thomases. She met Jack Sr. in Ardmore, Oklahoma. She was smitten and they married. The duo set up shop on the outskirts of Ardmore. Jack Sr. worked his tail off to provide for his family. For reasons unknown, Jack Jr. was born with the proverbial chip on his shoulder.




  With the advent of The Dust Bowl, Jack Jr. and his folks fled Oklahoma for California. On the long drive out west, they stopped for a spell in Roswell, New Mexico.




  Jack Jr. was fourteen in 1936 and thought of himself as handy with his fists, and so he entered the Five State Golden Gate Boxing Tournament. He walked off with trophies for quickest knockout and outstanding boxer of the tournament.




  As with most everything connected to Jack, the bloom quickly fell from that rose. He developed psoriasis, a skin condition that can feature unsightly dry, reddened patches.




  Jack was embarrassed by the raised welts on his legs and refused to be seen in public wearing shorts, and the boxing authorities took a rather dim view of boxers performing in Levi’s. And so Jack’s insecurities dictated that he bid adios to his fledgling boxing career.




  The Quarrys chugged into California at the end of 1936 and sought safe harbor in the desert labor camps of Indio, a small jerkwater town located just outside of Palm Springs. The desert brought back all-too-painful memories of the dusty inferno they had left behind, so they packed up their possessions and drove to central California. They alighted in Shafter, which lies in the heart of the San Joaquin Valley, about seventeen miles north of Bakersfield.




  The Quarrys followed the fruit, moving from field to field and town to town, as the harvest seasons dictated. Of this let there be no doubt: Young Jack had it hard. He did what he could for as long as he could with the family. But there came a point where it was best if he scuffled for survival on his own. As a solo act he could ride the rails gratis as a hobo. His parents benefitted because they no longer had to feed, house, and clothe Jack. Though life as a hobo was perilous, it allowed Jack to travel in search of work without concern that the conditions he endured would be too harsh for his parents to survive. It also gave him independence. Riding the rails was a cutthroat existence, and it’s likely Jack faced some unspeakable hardships. You could get knifed on a cold and dark freight train. A young man could be passed around like a poker chip. Cheap wine and misery could make the jackals that rode the rails pretty imaginative in the middle of the night.




  Young Jack resolved not to take a quarter of an ounce of shit from any man. He was what he was. He didn’t concern himself with labels, for himself or others; he was just trying to survive. But he certainly got labeled as a creature of the Dust Bowl. They called him an Okie.




  These hard times called for hard men. Jack took on whatever work there was to be had. He picked what needed picking.




  At one point Jack hooked up with a fellow called Old Man Keener, and together they worked the oven-hot potato fields. Keener owned two rugged pickup trucks, and he and Jack would drive out before dawn to the fields. But before hitting the fields, they would load the flatbed truck with the other workers. They packed them onto the truck, legs dangling, holding on for dear life. At the end of the day they would get dumped off wherever they camped.




  In those days the camps were segregated. At least the private ones—collections of tents and crumpled trailers that folks such as the Keeners lived in—were segregated. They were too proud to live in government camps. So they congregated together in troops of a few hundred or so in outlying camping spots.




  The Keeners and others established quarters at Smith’s Corner just outside of Shafter. The Corner had a small general store where the damned could carve out a little credit to keep bread on the table. They kept a record of what you bought in a tablet, and when you could make good you did. That’s just how it was done.




  The Corner was anchored by the mandatory watering hole. This one went by the name of Harold’s. The sweltering joint came fully equipped with genuine sawdust on the floor just like in the movies. What if somebody drank too much and threw up? No problem. Just scuff some sawdust over it and get back to your drinkin’. The joint was rough as hell. You had better be ready to do some fighting if you walked in that door.




  There was no telling how long the migrants would stay, but the trucks were gassed and running and the blast-furnace heat of the Central Valley fields beckoned every morning. The run-of-the-mill natives worked bent over, fingers in the earth, clawing and clutching with blistered and calloused hands.




  Jack was what they called a swamper. The swampers were the top dogs of the fields. It was a two-man job. The swampers would walk beside the truck that crept slowly up the row. They would then snatch burlap sacks up from the ground and toss them up onto the truck to another swamper who stacked the bags on the truck bed. These bags weighed between sixty and seventy pounds, yet the swampers handled them with ease. A swamper was one big callous, muscular and tough.




  They grunted in the fields or slaved at The Shed, a small factory slung against a nearby railway that sorted the product that the swampers in the fields loaded. Once sorted, the sacks were refilled as one hundred–pound sacks and trucked via dolly onto the rail cars.




  As the trucks jostled for position near the loading dock, the flow of product would back up, creating rest periods. Feverish dice games ensued. But the most common pastime was bare-knuckle fighting. It was sheer entertainment . . . Okie-style. Jack more than held his own in these gladiator duels. The Okies thought nothing of dropping a few teeth in a good fight. It served to make them a little more attractive to the women, because the men with teeth bashed out had proven their mettle—though it sure made for some lousy smiles in the wedding photos.




  At the end of the brutal day, the trucks struggled back to the camps. The Mexicans were not allowed in “white camps,” but oddly, Native Americans had status as “white men” and lived freely among the whites in the private camps. In fact, one of Old Man Keener’s boys married a beautiful Indian woman he met at the Smith’s Corner Camp.




  These hardworking folks boasted brawn, but they didn’t lack brains. Old Man Keener’s son, Clyne, recalls a story about his next-door neighbors overhauling their car. It was a grueling task. Typically, one man worked the top of the engine while his counterpart worked underneath.




  Many times the oily grime and chunks of gunk would fall down into the face and eyes of the bottom man. That was a problem. The neighbors dutifully pulled out a mattress and placed it next to the car. They then pushed the car over onto its side on top of the mattress. Bingo.




  The team could now work both top and bottom from a standing position. Problem solved.
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  On December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and war reared its nasty head. The Selective Service was not so tremendously selective and called Jack to muster. The war effort needed people like Jack, whose main talent was bitterness. There were many beaches that needed storming, and they could put some of that bitterness to good use. But somehow Jack managed to slip through the cracks.




  At Fort Lewis, in the beautiful state of Washington, Jack was issued a certificate of disability by Uncle Sam. It seemed Jack had spells of hemorrhaging from his nose, causes unknown. It was quite odd, since he had never had nose-bleeds before his induction. He was in the U.S. Army for fewer than ninety days.




  When he returned home he claimed the military doctors had given him just three months to live. Jack Quarry would live another sixty-three years. And curiously enough, he never suffered another nosebleed. Poor Jack wondered why people in the camp shot him dirty looks. It wasn’t his fault that dozens of other young men who had been plucked from the camps never made it home alive.




  At dusk one sultry summer night in 1942, a nineteen-year-old Jack Quarry was out strolling near the Shafter post office. He spotted Ruth Choates, a teenage gal with whom he was acquainted. He waved her to a stop. Ruthie was accompanied by her cousin, Arwanda Tolbert, who at sixteen possessed nicely chiseled features, brilliant eyes, and a ready smile. The three proceeded to the weekly dance held at the government camp. Twilight segued into a dark midsummer evening. When they arrived at the gate, Jack was struck by the lightning bolt. “Arwanda, the closer we get to the gate, the prettier you get,” he said. “I’m going to marry you some day.”
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  Jack hated the Okie labor camp, a sorry morass of tents and termite-infested structures that stuck out like a sore thumb on Shafter’s Central Highway. The conditions were brutal. The San Francisco Chronicle claimed fruit pickers that lived in the jungles around Marysville, California, had a clean and respectable environment compared to Kern County. Shafter and Bakersfield dominated Kern County. According to the Chronicle, migrants lived in almost unimaginable filth. The paper went on to call their fellow human beings “festering sores of miserable society.”




  The camp defined who Jack Quarry was and who he was to become. His feelings of hopelessness and oppression weighed upon him as surely as the rock did for the mythic Greek figure Sisyphus. They both seemed fated to futile labor. Violence was a revered touchstone at the camps . . . According to Clyne Keener, fighting was just about the only source of entertainment. He fondly reminisced about the proper protocol for a camp fight, of which he had personal knowledge.




  “I was home with my mother and sister when the word came that I was challenged to a fight.” He cleared his seventy-nine-year-old throat as he drifted back in time to his playground, a playground whose rules dictated you fought when challenged or you suffered a beating by your dad when he caught wind of it. And he always caught wind of it. Keener’s voice hardened as he conjured up tough memories during an interview with the authors in May of 2010.




  Keener recalled that his mother and his sister walked him down to the source of the challenge. He was surprised to see a kid his age that he thought was his friend. No matter . . . the gauntlet had been thrown down.




  They went at it tooth and nail for a couple of hours. As darkness crept in, the crowd merely turned on their car headlights so as to keep a good view of the scuffle. Fights were not declared over until one side could not get up to continue. Exhausted and battered, the duo collapsed into a heap.




  The army of campers held steadfast to their code of toughness and courage. Jack allowed those tenets to become part and parcel of his philosophy on life. They pulsated through every fiber of his being, finally manifesting in a credo he would one day implant in his as yet unborn children.




  Those virulent strains of bravado may be best understood when one analyzes the camp newspaper that was disseminated daily among the residents. The paper consisted of little more than a few tattered sheets of paper. But what the paper represented to the residents of the camp was that which the Wall Street Journal represented to sophisticated financiers. It was the only news that mattered. The “paper” was sure to report on all the fights and feuds that were ongoing. Even a whiff of a rumor that someone had chickened out of a fight made the paper.




  Consider the cruel torture of a young boy who had the audacity to walk away from a fight and was branded a cry-baby. A camp newspaper notes, “Bill Jones got his feelings hurt in the schoolroom the other day. He went home to get his baby bottle but his mother wasn’t home so he came back crying.”




  Toughness was demanded across the board from men, women, and children. The Shafter camp newspaper, Covered Wagon’s News, depicted the weekly boxing matches as providing “plenty of good fighting and lots of action.” The fights always included at least one bout between teenage girls.




  Many of these affairs were grudge matches, and several were conducted without the benefit of gloves being worn. Needless to say, these violent camp episodes did not serve as an incubator for progress or compassion.




  Jack made his bones in the camp boxing matches. Clyne recalled his father speaking of Jack Quarry as a guy who had the unusual ability to bust a man in the jaw and draw the man in with the punch, rather than having the impact knock his victim backwards. Apparently, Jack Quarry possessed the uncanny ability to put draw on his punches, much like a pool shark uses backspin to draw the cue ball back to an advantageous position on the table—defying all the known laws of physics.




  Jack didn’t have to disrobe and expose his legs and thus subject himself to ridicule due to his psoriasis. He just peeled off his shirt and scuffled in Levi’s and work boots, Okie-style. He knew a little bit about kicking ass, as he’d had his own ass handed to him on many occasions.




  He and a couple of the nastier brawlers would leech on to traveling carnivals and sideshows that made the rounds in those days and pick up a few quarters working in their employ. They would entertain the carnival spectators by engaging in fights with whichever willing volunteer hopped out of the crowd. Jack spent many a night “stompin’ ass,” as he called it, on the drunken local boys. Lots of times he spent more money buying Band-Aids and ice for nursing his wounds than the coins he earned added up to.




  [image: image]




  Arwanda lived on a small farm in Shafter where her father had put up a battered house trailer. They picked almonds during the summer of 1942, but then Ernest decided to head back to Earl Prairie to check on his old spread and let the kids get some schooling in. Arwanda was due back in Booneville to attend high school.




  She returned to Earl Prairie with her parents, but her heart and mind were back in California with Jack Quarry. She somehow managed to force herself to focus on her studies.




  Conditions back on the home front were harsh. From her house on the mountain, Arwanda had to walk five miles to catch the bus in a nearby ghost town known as Corcoran.




  From there it was five miles of humiliation on the hook-slide bus, so known because the beast was so raggedy that when it negotiated a turn, the rear end would hook-slide around before regaining traction. It belched and wheezed right on up to the high school.




  Arwanda and Jack kept in touch by writing one another. The Tolbert farm was basically worthless now, and so three months later it was back to California. The entire clan worked the fields and orchards. What would become of their arid farm? Ernest made the painful but logical decision. Mom was designated to return to the farm and sell off the property, stock and all, but upon arriving she discovered the house had burned down. She sold the remaining meager assets for a dishearteningly low sum and reluctantly caught the train back to California, forever closing the book on their long chapter of life in Arkansas.




  Arwanda reconnected with Jack when he came to visit her in Shafter. He was employed now in Oakland and worked as a construction laborer. He asked her to marry him, but she had promised her family not to do that while mother was still back in Earl Prairie, and she had resolved to keep her word. Jack, displaying his signature hubris, told Arwanda, “If you don’t marry me right now, I’ll find another girl that will.” She refused. Jack stormed off hotter than a firecracker.




  A few months later Jack attended the camp dance back in Shafter. This time he brought another girl, Pauline Williams, as his date, but ditched her upon catching sight of Arwanda. Jack still found Arwanda to be quite fetching and couldn’t shake what he perceived to be her cold slap of rejection to his marriage proposal. After a few dances he again asked her to marry him, and this time she accepted. According to Arwanda, after Jack proposed, “Then he upped and took the other girl home that night.”




  The betrothed were wedded on October 20, 1942, at the home of a preacher out on Shafter’s Lerdo Highway. For their honeymoon Jack treated Arwanda to the picture show. In a bizarre testament to Jack’s playboy ways, another of his old girlfriends, Alma Ray, tagged along. “He just said that Alma wanted to come along to the show too, and that was it,” Arwanda related with a shrug. “He was a real playboy.”




  In all actuality, Jack Quarry could be one rotten bastard. Ironically, he was constantly insisting that he was just that, a bastard, quite literally. Over the years he constantly moaned to Arwanda that he’d been abandoned at a church as a child by his biological parents and that the Quarrys had only taken him in as an act of charity and mercy. Though that was certainly not the case, Jack would cling to that twisted belief for the rest of his life.




  The armor he’d been constructing to hide his self-doubt would be tailored over the next few decades to a custom fit. It was crafted to protect his tormented psyche from the cold cruel world whose inhabitants Jack felt were far better than he. His muscular physique and gruff manner formed a hard shell, which would ultimately prove to be ineffective, a mere illusion.




  Jack would forever live just on the cusp of being a bully. But he never physically laid his paws on Arwanda in violence. But, as Arwanda so aptly put it, “He knew how to get his point across, no doubt about it.”




  To be fair Jack did have his moments, few though they were. He surprised Arwanda twenty-five years after their wedding by secretly arranging for the same preacher that married them to preside over their silver anniversary Renewal of Vows ceremony. He also arranged to have the vows performed in the very same house in which they were wed. This time he really outdid himself, for there is no record of a Pauline Williams or Alma Ray appearing at the ceremony.




  
CHAPTER THREE A CLAN OF THEIR OWN





  Jack and Arwanda Quarry set up house in a beat-up basement apartment on 23rd Street in Oakland. Jack’s sister Helen lived in the same complex. She and her husband Fred fronted Jack the cash for the rent, five bucks a week. “Everything furnished,” said Arwanda. Incredibly, Jack started lighting up the postal system with a steady flow of correspondence to his past paramours. Even more amazing was that he had the gall to direct Arwanda to post the torch letters as well as fetch the return mail for him. Such were the twisted intricacies and subplots of their relationship.




  Their first born, a son they christened James “Jimmy” Thomas Quarry, was delivered in Berkeley on April 4, 1944. Jerry Lee Quarry was born on May 15, 1945, at Bakersfield’s Kern Medical Center, located on Flower Street on the east side of town. A nice, respectable hospital in those days, Kern Medical Center sat below the rolling neighborhood hills known today as La Loma. The area is now an ugly sight, gangbangers strolling Flower Street with impunity. Many years later the Quarrys would establish a well-known landmark in the area, a cafe on Niles Street called Quarry’s Corner.




  According to James, Jack roamed to Alaska hunting work in about 1946 and left Arwanda in Shafter pregnant with their next baby, to be named Diana. So what, was Jack’s way of thinking. A man had to work, didn’t he? Sister Diana came along in November of 1946 followed by Janet in June of 1948. Arwanda and Jack kept up the prolific pace by producing Brenda a year later, in November 1949, while adding Michael in March of 1951. With baby Wilma receiving the obligatory slap on the ass from the delivering obstetrician upon her entering the world in October of 1952, the Quarry brood tal-lied seven deep, and Arwanda was just twenty-six years old.
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  Jerry Quarry was an active child and loved all manner of sports. He possessed a mild demeanor but was frequently held hostage to the wilder leanings of James and Diana. Still, Jerry was a mama’s boy. Jerry loved his oatmeal. He would chow down on huge salad bowls filled with the mushy concoction. Mama would cook him whatever he wanted. For breakfast she would scorch up to two pounds of bacon, prepare five pounds of potatoes, and run through an entire cooking tray of biscuits along with a gallon of piping hot gravy for the hungry gang. “My family sure could eat,” Arwanda recalled in a July 2008 interview for this book.




  Another bone of contention: Arwanda said there was always . . . always food on the table for the family, but before she could tend to vittles she had to serve Jack his coffee in bed. She would then light a cigarette for him and put his socks on for him as well.




  As for Arwanda, she didn’t mind. Her mother did for her husband and she’d do for hers. Besides, she was finally the matriarch of her very own clan. She felt a contentment that rivaled her days back in Earl Prairie, when dual mamas and dual papas rode herd on their clan.




  Jack’s inability to hold a job for any length of time forced upon this clan a Bedouin existence. They settled in Glendale, just long enough to pack for Downey. That excursion paved the road to Midway City. At least Jack consistently stayed in California.




  The story goes that Jack and a friend made their way up into the mountains of Johnsondale, beautiful high country located above the scenic Kern River on the edge of Bakers-field, maybe thirty miles from Shafter as the pelican flies. At that time Johnsondale was known to have some mammoth Swedes working the forest for lumber. The lumberjacks pulled off a grand picnic, and a good time was had by all. But what drew Jack to the festival was the entertainment: prizefighting. The fights weren’t well organized, but Jack was mostly concerned with the money the winner could use as he pleased.




  Jack had to knuckle-up a couple of giant lumberjacks who outweighed him by a good fifty pounds. But Jack discovered that though these brutes packed a wallop, they were not very nimble. According to legend, Jack Quarry put a whipping on them that featured gut shots that are still talked about in John-sondale to this day. After Jack scooped up the prize, everyone sang and danced into the wee hours.




  The family hopped around more than Bing Crosby and Bob Hope. They were on the road to Orange, and then back to Oakland as a prerequisite for revisiting Berkeley. After butting heads with one of his supervisors, as he always did, Jack brainstormed another cagey move. He decided to shepherd the clan over to the Los Angeles area. Jack began capping tires for a living. He had yet to hold any job for even one year’s duration. Though Jack certainly could have performed tasks that required more mental acuity than capping tires, he just couldn’t seem to get motivated to rise above that station. He didn’t like to tax his brain.




  Many times Jack would just get wanderlust and direct the family to pack up. They usually moved to a place near a relative of his, but that was not a requirement. The clan would call over thirty houses “home” over a ten-year period. Since the Tolberts had settled in Shafter, the Quarrys returned often to the area so Arwanda and the kids could visit kinfolk.




  The constant upheaval ingrained a yearning for stability and security in young Jerry. Though he made friends readily enough due to his naturally easygoing personality, the never-ending moves stunted his ability to cultivate lifelong chums. A stable home would have allowed him to bond with his peers and then enabled him to enjoy the typical rites of passage that boys endure.




  His relationships were a frenetic crazy quilt consisting of old and new brief acquaintances and cursory introductions. He would never be afforded the time-honored opportunity to acquire a crush, stumble awkwardly through a courtship, and progress to steady dating. He was nearly twenty when he had his first real girlfriend. That tends to do things to a boy, and it also tends to do things to the man that boy grows to become.




  
CHAPTER FOUR HARD LUCK





  Jack Quarry spent some of his time off tutoring Jimmy and Jerry in the rudimentary fundamentals of the sweet science. Jimmy was four and Jerry was three when the gloves first went on. Jack taught the boys how to hold their gloves high, with elbows tucked in tight. The boys took to their lessons with great enthusiasm. For little Jimmy and Jerry, the most attractive aspect of this new adventure was time spent with their old man.




  Jack’s love for children had never been mistaken for that of Santa Claus, but the boys took to this esoteric endeavor with the blind hope and trust in their father that all kids are blessed with. This was a fantastic opportunity to please Daddy. Jack would return home haggard and sweating from his ten-hour shifts capping tires, but he’d be revitalized when he saw his two half-pints waiting for him in the front yard, oversized boxing gloves at the ready. The boys reveled in the attention, and Jack thrived on his position as boss man.




  Jack cut quite the figure, a shirtless Napoleon glistening with funk and parading around the yard sporting a striking Okie tan. His face, ears, and neck sizzled a fire-engine red complemented by sun-warped hands, wrists, and forearms. The rest of his anatomy was as white as snowdrift.




  Jack had never been the boss of anything before in his life. In Marysville he was just another calloused pair of hands in the vast and unforgiving furnaces of the peach orchards. In the camps he was just another invisible man with a crippled soul mourning what might have been. In Jack’s endless role as a tire jockey, he was seldom granted the level of respect and admiration he so longed for. But here in his own backyard he was a force to be reckoned with. Here he shouted orders to his tiny mercenaries, and they were followed to the letter. The Quarrys left a lot of sweat and anguish in their backyard over the next few years, but the boys became proficient in the manly art. As his noble little squirts pounded away on each other and the last vestiges of sunlight succumbed to the encroaching dusk each day, Jack Quarry dreamed of one day being somebody.




  Meanwhile, on the east side of Pacoima in the San Fernando Valley lived a man named Johnny Flores. He was constantly on the hustle. He sported a dapper mustache and carried himself well, walking with a confident strut to his step. He was neither pimping nor limping, but rather implementing a stride that suggested a man who knew where he was going. He was a power broker in the Catholic Youth Organization (CYO), but his workweek alter ego swamped mail as a postman.




  The CYO sponsored regular amateur boxing tournaments for local youths. Johnny had constructed a small gym in his backyard. It consisted of little more than a boxing ring and a heavy bag within the garage, but an assortment of kids came through to try their hand at organized boxing.




  Flores treated thugs and choirboys exactly the same. But suffice it to say there were not very many choirboys showing up. If you wanted to fight, you were at the right place. It was almost obligatory for the local knuckleheads to attempt to translate their street tussling skills to the regulations of the ring. It wasn’t unusual to see a pair of kids boxing and then suddenly, when one got the better of another, a thug mentality took over with the one getting the worst of it resorting to a reactionary kick or two. Their street cred was on the line.




  Especially well known for this demonstration of exasperation and desperation were the Hispanic kids some referred to as Chukos, shorthand for Pachukos, or the zoot suit crowd. They wore menacing scowls to complement their khakis and Pendleton shirts. Completing their ensembles were what came to be known as “wife-beater” undershirts.




  Into this intimidating environment waltzed the intrepid Quarry trio. After the scorn, ridicule, and naked tortures of the labor camps and carnivals, Jack viewed this as something of a tea party. Jimmy and Jerry followed Jack’s lead.




  Jack had instilled in the boys that to display weakness in a boxing gym was tantamount to showing weakness in prison. Get weak in the knees and you’re liable to get abused. Jack Quarry didn’t survive the camps and the garish sideshows just to give up the booty on the east side of Pacoima.




  The interlopers rolled boldly into the gym and went about their business, and Jack Quarry began the business of sculpting his sons into champions. Anybody who wanted a piece of Jack’s boys, Jimmy and Jerry, ages eleven and ten, respectively, could climb into the ring and get some. Jack encouraged second helpings for the unlikely souls who still had an appetite after the main course.




  That first week in the gym, Jack experienced an epiphany of sorts and settled upon a motto for the fighting Quarrys. He tirelessly etched it into their psyche day in and day out: “There’s no quit in a Quarry.”




  Jerry and Jimmy often found themselves boxing against one another at some point in the tournaments.




  Jerry won the Junior Golden Gloves tournament four years in a row, 1955–1958. Jerry beat Jimmy six times and drew with him another four times over the course of the next five years. Jerry never lost to Jimmy, and that created a strange dynamic that pissed Jack off. Jimmy was the oldest. Jimmy should by all rights be the star of the family. That was the natural order of things. How could Jimmy lose to his own little brother?




  Well, if Jimmy was ever to beat Jerry, he would have to earn it, as Jerry demonstrated from the start that he did not hand out favors once the gloves were strapped on. In later years Jimmy claimed to have actually won a few bouts with Jerry, but they were of the unofficial variety: that is, personal backyard competitions involving just the two boys.




  Jimmy also claims to be the only guy ever to hold a clean knockout of Jerry Quarry. He’s quick to point out that it would have been in their early teens. Whether or not the KO ever did actually happen is questionable. Like a lot of rumors, this tale has taken on a life of its own. In either case it appears clear that Jimmy needed at some point in his life and relationship with Jerry to own a victory over his younger sibling.
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  By the mid-1950s, Ernest Tolbert had become a compulsive gambler. His cousin Harold owned the bar at Smith’s Corner, and if Ernest didn’t show up on Fridays to gamble his paycheck away, Harold would go pick him up against Winona’s protestations. Jack, when in town, would accompany Ernest. Within an hour of his arrival, Ernest would be bankrupted by the lurking card sharks. A drunken Ernest would then challenge the roughnecks to a fight with this proviso: “If I can’t whip your ass, my son-in-law will!”




  Jack would often take Jimmy and Jerry on the road as tykes to visit Harold’s bar and have them fight for the amusement of the patrons. Knock-down drag-out fights against your own brother would seem likely to leave a warped impression on a youngster, but these contests proved to be the norm for the Quarry boys.




  Jack tested their guts whenever possible. He wasn’t out to discover the next musical prodigy. From his own DNA, Doctor Jack Quarrystein was out to create Frankendempsey.




  Jack was known to tilt a bottle or two on his visits to Shafter. One evening Clyne Keener remembers well holds quite a distinction in the lore of the Quarrys. The Keener boy was hanging out in the Keener family trailer one hopeless night when in staggered his old man and Jack. Jack held a tight grip on a fifth of whiskey and was taking generous pulls.
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THE TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY OF
“IRISH” JERRY QUARRY

“Jerry Quarry would have been a champion in any other era.”
—Mickey Rourke, Oscar-nominated actor
3 and former professional boxer
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