"Busy" Louie at
the Golden Gloves

Smaces, of mingled doubt and enthusiasm, of "monastic devotion,"

even weeks of preparations. Fifty days of labor and sweat, of gri-

as Joyce Carol Dates puts it so well.1 Six miles gobbled up each morning, in the arctic cold of a Chicago winter; billions of gestures, sometimes
minute, simple or complex but always painstakingly executed, assiduously repeated and polished; and oh so many punches—thrown, absorbed,
taken in and dished out. Tonight, I'm stepping into the ring. The moment
of truth. The Chicago Golden Gloves has arrived, the most prestigious
amateur tournament in the city. Proud of its seventy-something years,
carrying in its wake the legend of the glory days of the Sweet science,
when Chicago Stadium vied with Madison Square Garden in New York
City for the pugilistic limelight. Tony Zale, Ernie Terrell, Sonny Listen,
Cassius Clay first honed their skills there, first wreaked havoc there. Anxiety, impatience. Come on, let's do it!
Becoming a boxer, training for a fight is a little like entering a religious order. Sacrifice! The word comes up time and again in the mouth
of the old coach DeeDee, who knows what he's talking about: a halfcentury devoured pacing the backstage corridors of the rings of Chicago,
Los Angeles, Osaka, and Manila, in the course of a life with as many ups

1. Joyce Carol Dates, On Boxing (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1987).
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and downs as a roller coaster. He learned his trade under the watchful
eye of Jack Blackburn, the trainer of Joe Louis, who used to do his daily
roadwork in the same Washington Park where I go running every morning. He knocked around from one gym to another on the South Side
before going into exile in Asia for several years to mend a broken heart.
Back in Chicago, in the poverty of the black ghetto, or what is left of it,
after having had his moment of glory, brief and intense: two world championships with the Filipino Roberto Cruz and the American Alphonzo
Ratliff. Forgotten before they were ever even known by the mainstream
public. The boxing gym of the Woodlawn Boys Club will be his last port
of call. Today, DeeDee gets by as well he can, keeps things together as
best he can. He opens the gym every day at one o'clock sharp, closes its
twisted iron gate at seven on the dot. "This damn gym, some days I cain't
stand it." But nothing could keep him away. This is where he is; it's as
simple as that. Including on those Sundays before a fight, when his boys
perform at Park West, at the International Amphitheater on the corner
of Halsted and 43rd Street, or in some suburban movie theater. His life
is but one long sacrifice to this science of bruising, to which he has given
everything and which has given him back so little and so much at the
same time. "My life's been one great big waste, but what a beautiful
waste!" he says slyly to me, smiling. He has no regrets. Or so he says.
Sacrifice! The word bounces off the yellowish walls of the gym, rolls
along the peeling ceiling, slides off the heavy bags swaying at the end
of their chains, echoes inside the metal lockers where the regulars put
away the tools of their trade at the end of the day: well-worn gloves,
handwraps drenched with sweat, high-top shoes, headgear, faded
sweatsuits in once-daring colors. Training for a fight is subjecting oneself, day after day after day, to a ritual of mortification. I understand better now why DeeDee always grumbles that "boxin's a job that keep you
busy twenty-four hours a day. You gotta have it on your mind every
minute. You cain't do nuthin' else if you do it right." Indeed, it's not so
much the brutality of the fights that leads pros at the end of their careers
to hang up their gloves as the uncompromising and inevitable rigors of
training, the wearing away of the will and of the body that it slowly but
surely produces. No one escapes time, especially not boxers, those men
who daydream of immortality.
The life of a boxer in the ring resembles that "nasty, brutish and
short" existence of which Thomas Hobbes spoke when describing the
state of nature. By comparison, the life he leads in the gym seems woven
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with langour and sweetness.2 It has its own time, stretched out to infinity; its rituals stamped with precision; its rhythms that aim, paradoxically,
as much to make the fighter forget the upcoming bout as to ready him
for it. It feeds not on inflicted, unpredictable and feared violence, but on
violence willed, planned for, self-inflicted, and consented to because it
is controlled. Domesticated. Forget the ring: it's in the anonymous and
prosaic obscurity of the training gym, both refuge and workshop, that a
fighter is forged. The gym is first and foremost made up of sounds or,
more to the point, a symphony of specific noises, immediately recognizable among a thousand others: the panting and hissing of the boxers,
the slap of gloves on the heavy bag, the clicking of the chains, the rhythmic gallop of a jumprope, the inimitable "rat-tat-tat-tat-tat" of the speed
bag. All of this in a giddy, staccato tempo. Next, it's the smells: pungent,
tenacious smells. It's a microclimate, a dense atmosphere, nearly suffocating, intoxicating with its very monotony. These sounds, these smells,
this atmosphere impregnate the body through every pore, penetrate it
and shape it, invest it and excite it through every nerve ending, mold it
for combat.
"You win your fight in the gym," the old-timers repeat time and
again. Because the gym is a factory. Gray, closed in on itself, rudimentary, where the high-precision machineries that are boxers are manufactured, according to methods that appear archaic but are in fact so
very time tested and nearly scientific. To work on the bag is to craft a
product, as you would on a lathe, with the crude tools that are gloved
fists. And the tool and the product meld into that same body that serves
as weapon, shield, and target.3 Finding your distance, breathing, feinting (with your eyes, your shoulders, your hands, your feet), sliding one
step to the side to let the bag swing by, catching it again on the fly with
a left hook right to the midsection. Not too high and not too wide, so that
the move can't be seen coming. Double it up, to the head, with a short,
sharp movement. Follow up with a straight right, taking care to turn the
wrist over like a screwdriver in order to align your knuckles horizontally
2. It has frequently been pointed out—correctly, according to my experience—that
boxers are often people full of gentleness outside the ring, as if eager to display the
kindness forbidden to them in the ring; see, for example, George Bennett and Pete
Hammill, Boxers (New York: Dolphin Books, 1978).
3. This work of corporeal fabrication of the pugilistic habitus is dissected in LoTc
Wacquant, "Pugs at Work: Bodily Capital and Bodily Labor among Professional
Boxers," Body and Society 1, 1 (March 1995): 65-94.
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at the precise moment of impact. "The left hook and the straight right,
they go together like husband and wife," explains Eddie, the assistant
trainer of the gym. The back foot pivots slightly, transfering the weight
of the body onto the other leg. The hips swivel back just enough to position your body at an angle that minimizes the area left open to your
opponent. One step to the left and you follow with a jab, the straight
punch with the forward arm around which everything revolves, as it
serves alternately as foil (defense) and as gun sight (offense)." Pump that
jab for me! Give 'im the stick! Make him eat some leather with your left!
Double up on d'jab and follow up with a right, that's it."
Make no mistake about it: working on the bag is every bit as much
mental as it is physical. The distinction itself dissolves in the acrid sweat
that streams into my eyes. "Move yo' head, damn it! That's not a bag
you got in front of you, Louie, tha's a man!" DeeDee's voice thunders.
"How many times do I gotta tell ya that ya got to think? Think! You box
with your mind." And yet, everyone knows intimately, from having suffered it in his own flesh, that you hardly have time to step back and
reflect in the ring, where everything takes place based on reflex, in fractions of a second. The head is in the body and the body is in the head.
Boxing is a little like playing chess with your guts.
The gym is also a lair. Where you come to seek refuge, to rest up from
the harsh, cruel light and looks you get from people outside your world:
white people, cops, "bourzois" blacks (as my buddy Ashante calls them),
bosses and supervisors, and all the respectable folks who veer out of your
way with a shudder when you get on the bus. Being young, poor, and
black in America is no bed of roses. So in the gym, you close in on yourself, in the company of others like you. You protect yourself. From the
outside, from yourself. You bracket for a moment a life that you no
longer even find unfair, because you're so used to it, so weary of it. Just
hard, the way fists are hard. There are few words, few useless gestures
in the gym. "This ain't no social club, you're not here to make conversation, get t'work!" Everyone strives to pull himself in, to distill, to the
fullest extent possible, his entire being into a body—a seamless, armored,
taut body. You never really let your guard down, even behind the door
of the locker room, the ultimate sanctuary.4 In that narrow little room
with the greasy sheetrock walls recently repainted a shocking blue,
4. See Loi'c Wacquant, "Protection, discipline et honneur: une salle de boxe dans le
ghetto americain," Sodologie et sodetes 27, 1 (spring 1995): 75-89.
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seated on the single wooden table that serves as a bench, we exchange—
with a parsimony born of a sense of modesty—words, taps, laughter, and
especially looks. We chat furtively, about boxing, women, streetfights,
boxing, prison, football, rap music, boxing. And always and forever, boxing; the subject is inexhaustible. We comment on the sparring of the day:
"You hurt me with that right, Cliff, I can still feel my jaw. . . Think of
keepin' your left hand higher, Keith, when you're comin' out of a clinch.
You still takin' too many punches." Ever since a hand injury interrupted
his promising career, Butch has served as an unofficial technical adviser:
"With a puncher who charges atchyou like Torres, you let 'im come to
you an' you counter with sharp jabs. Sharp! Aim right at his neck and hit
'im like you're going to go right through him." Holyfield is favored threeto-one: the Jamaican "Razor" Ruddock can punch, for sure, but he has
no defense. And Holyfield has come up a weight class, he's "too hungry."
The gym is the antidote to the street. Every hour spent behind the
walls of the club is another hour snatched away from the sidewalks of
63rd Street. After ten years in the ring, sixteen wins and one draw as a
pro, Lorenzo hopes to fight for the WBO welterweight world title soon.
"If it wasn't for boxin'," he confides to me hesitatingly, "I don' know
where I'd be ... Prob'ly in prison or dead somewhere, you never know.
I grew up in a tough neighbo'hood, so it's good for me, at least, to think
'bout what I do before I do it. To keep me outa the street, you know.
The gym is a good place for me to be every day. Because when you're
in d'gym, you know where you are, you don' have to worry about gettin' into trouble or getting shot at." What if the gym closed down? The
rumor goes around and makes all shudder. The city has promised to tear
down the Maryland Theater next door, a shell of brick and boards abandoned since the midseventies, when the prosperous white neighborhood of Woodlawn underwent its final, brutal metamorphosis into a
black ghetto. Yes, what if the gym were closed down? Curtis doesn't
even want to think about it. "It would be like takin' kids away from their
own home. You got a lotta kids in d'neighborhood, you know, who
hang out in d'street, they come to the gym just to get away from d'street.
You got older guys who come here to quit drinkin' and to give up that
reefer an' drugs an' stuff, who come to the gym to try to clean out their
system. It's like—it's like taking somethin' away from the people around
here, from the public. You can't do that. It mean a lot. For me too ...
You're talkin' about takin' away my livelihood, you're takin' away my
children's Christmas, takin' the bread outa their mouths."
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The gym is a/so—and above all—a dream machine. Dreams of glory,
of success, and of money, of course. To make a million dollars in one
night... It doesn't matter that the purses of so-called club fighters
barely exceed two hundred bucks for a four-round bout, a thousand dollars for an enticing ten-round main event, a tad more if Telemundo, the
city's Spanish-language television station, deigns to bring in its cameras.
Who knows if, by dint of will, perseverance, sacrifice, and well-placed
connections . . . one day, maybe . . . The story goes that Alphonzo Ratliff
made it, that famed million dollars, before getting his face bashed by
Mike Tyson in Las Vegas in two pitiful rounds. The truth is less glamorous: his biggest purse never exceeded thirty thousand dollars, and that
is before subtracting the "cuts" for his managers, trainer, cutman, promoter, all the entourage that swarms and multiplies as soon as you start
to rise up in the ranks a little. Way off the million-dollar mark. Curtis talks
about rebuilding the corridor of hopelessness that is 63rd Street: "You
see all those burned-out buildin's, all those vacant lots, people without
jobs, doin' drugs? When I'm world champion, I'monna change all that.
I'm goin' to open up stores with big neon signs, a detox center, a dry
cleaner's, an' a youth club." When I'm champion of the world . . .
It doesn't matter, because in the meantime the gym is a machine that
pulls you out of in-difference, out of in-existence, a machine running
full-bore. One thinks of the soliloquy in the famous scene from On the
Waterfront, where Marlon Brando plays an ex-boxer who says to his
brother: "Don't you understand? I could have had some class. I could
have been a contender. I could have been somebody." To be somebody,
that's what it's all about! To escape from anonymity, from dreariness, if
only for the space of a few rounds.5 A boxer in the ring is a being who
screams, with all his heart, with all his body: "I want to be someone. I
exist." Who is dying to be seen, known, recognized, even if only, as a
last resort, by people from the neighborhood, friends, or kids in the vicinity, like the ones who argue over who gets to carry Curtis's gym bag and
who follow his comings and goings with admiring eyes. Being a "role
model"—the antithesis of, and antidote to, the drug dealer everyone
5. According to the paradigm offered by Billy Tully, the poignant main character in
Leonard Gardner's novel Fat City (New York: Vintage Books, 1969), made into the
film of the same name by John Huston. As Jean-Francois Lae writes: "The very fact of
getting into the ring is itself a step up. Defeat is not a mark of dishonor, far from it.
You don't fear it, you don't avoid it at all costs"; "Chausser les gants pour s'en sortir,"
Les Temps modernes 521 (December 1989): 129.
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knows and envies even as they despise him—is already a lot. But the
Golden Gloves, that's so much more, it's a galaxy unto itself. "This tournament, y'know, it's a title that every man dreams of having, okay? It's
the dream of a lifetime! Golden Gloves! You know it's on TV and everythin'? Man!" Curtis is frantically tapping Chears on the chest. "That
Golden Gloves jacket, like the one I got here, you know what's so special 'bout it? I'll tell you what's so special: you can't buy it in a store, you
have to earn it in d'ring." And, of course, from the Golden Gloves to
Caesar's Palace would be but one step.
But the sacrifice neither begins nor ends at the door of the gym.
"Trainin' in the gym, tha's only half the work. The other half is the discipline: you got to eat right, hit the sack early, get up in the mornin' to
do your roadwork, leave the women alone an' everythin'—you know,
takin' care of your body." Food, sleep, sex: the Holy Trinity of the pugilistic cult.6 DeeDee has concocted for me a diet of fish, chicken breasts,
and turkey cutlets, dressed with boiled vegetables and some fruit,
washed down with tea and tap water. Avoid bread; sugar and sodas are
like the plague. And what if I'm still hungry? He rages: "Hungry, that
don' mean nuthin'! Tha's in your head, it don't exist—period." Especially
since depriving yourself at the table is nothing compared to depriving
yourself in the bedroom. Women are the object of all desire and of all
terror. Boxing people say, and absolutely believe, that you have to wean
yourself off women for weeks on end leading up to a fight, because
making love softens you up, makes you tender, and weakens you. And
with good reason: "When you come, you lose blood from yo' spine."
Ashante pulls me back in line: "You leave your girl alone now, Louie, we
only got three weeks left 'til the fight." Little Reese is no less categorical: "That sex is a monster, man. It kills ya, I tell ya, 'cause I tried it." Fat
Joe, who bragged last year about fornicating every night and then took
a real beating in his first bout—the fallout everyone was expecting—
this time has prepared himself with the seriousness of a pope: "I told
my girlfriend: no way! Wait until after the tournament. I quit this threehundred-dollar-a-week job to train hard an'win the title, so I'm not'bout
to waste it all just to get me some, right?" Fred, a bundle of nerves and
bad temper who invariably gets winded by the second round, is another
case in point: everyone deplores his lack of continence. Says Eddie: "It's
6. For historical illustrations, see the tales collected in Ronald Fried, Corner Men:
Great Boxing Trainers (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 1991).
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a damn shame. Fred, he would make a good boxer. He's strong as a bull,
he hits hard an' he can take a punch. But he likes girls too much . . . "
Of all the sacrifices, sex is by far the most costly. Anthony is sitting
behind DeeDee's desk, bare-chested, looking somber. "You know what,
Louie? I'm tiiired. I've had it. Every day—box, sweat, box, sweat—every
single day! I've really had it. Every day the same routine. That's not a
life." His shifty eyes are glued to the ceiling. I don't know what to say,
I've never seen him like this, he who is usually overflowing with energy
and trains with a fervor that borders on hysteria. The problem is, he
hasn't touched his fiancee going on five weeks and he's got another
fight coming up in two weeks. "I won't make it, Louie, I won't make it."
Worse, he's afraid that Bonnie, sweet Bonnie, might seek some all-toonatural consolation in someone else's arms. To sum up: "Don't talk to
me about those ladies. I could give you a list of boxers buried forever by
women so long it would break your heart."7
29 January: I wrap up my first month of intensive training with three
frustrating rounds of sparring with Ashante. I can't find my timing or
keep his attacks in check. My punches are wild, disorganized, hurried,
and Ashante has no trouble getting through my guard to pepper my
upper body with short hooks. He counters my every punch tit for tat, and
nearly takes my head off with a combination flush in the face: bim-bam!
My head flies back. I finish in a daze, half-groggy in the locker room, and
leave the gym physically and emotionally drained. I tell myself that I'll
never be a boxer, that I might as well give up right here and now.
5 February: an hour of running with my dog this morning, in a cold
drizzle. This roadwork is real torture but I feel myself getting stronger.
My body is gradually adjusting to the draconian regimen. I've lost nine
pounds since Christmas and am halfway there. DeeDee's advice and reprimands are growing more intense and more emphatic as the fateful
date approaches—which is a good sign. I am furious at Aaron, who
spent our three rounds trying to take my head off. His overhand rights
to the top of my skull made me see stars. I shook him up with a left to
the temple but didn't follow up. I have to be meaner when I'm sparring
or else I'll never get anywhere. While we're showering, Ashante calms
me down and warns me that I'm going to panic at first: "In your first
7. Statement made by Patty Flood, Sugar Ray Leonard's trainer when he was an
amateur, cited in Sam Toperoff, Sugar Ray Leonard and Other Noble Warriors (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1987), 32.
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fight, you got two opponents: the guy in front of you an' the crowd.
Sometimes, you're so overwhelmed that you dunno what to do. Tha's
how I lost my first two amateur fights. I was so depressed afterwards
that I wanted to quit everythin'."
D-Day minus ten. The gym is full and buzzing like a hive. For two
hours straight, the ring isn't empty once. You have to stand in line to put
on the gloves. The pros, "Machine Gun" Ashante, Lorenzo "The Stallion" Smith, good old Smithie, Big Earl, and even "Rockin"' Rodney
Wilson have come specially to work with the candidates for the Gloves.
The tension rises day by day. "Boxhead" John has become sullen: he
looks like a miniature Marvin Hagler, with his shaved head and the hungry glare in his eyes. He's been waiting for this moment for ten years,
ever since he left his home state of Alabama and put on his first pair of
gloves in the army. "Mighty" Mark Chears is dripping with sweat underneath his hood, drunk with concentration. Rico wales away like a trooper
on the uppercut bag. No one has seen Fred for a week, bad omen: he
must be hanging around with his homies from the Disciples gang, somewhere on 73rd Avenue. DeeDee lengthily weighs the optimal matchups
for sparring. He first calls Rico, considers Anthony, makes Cliff cool his
heels, appraises the various possible combinations before putting
together the most harmonious pairs. I spar four rounds, two with Reese
and two with Ashante, strenuous and pugnacious rounds. My punches
snap, I can see better on defense. I finish up the session with three
rounds on the heavy bag, three on the jab bag, three skipping rope and
a killer set of situps. My body aching, I take a shower alongside Smithie:
"The day before your fight, don't be standin' up, stay in bed or lie down
on your couch as much as you can so your legs don't get tired. Be lazy,
relax. It's super important: you're fulla energy now, you need to save it
for the fight. Don't waste it."
D-Day minus one. A thunderbolt strikes in the sky of the gym: "You
didn't hear the news, Louie?" O'Bannon, the good-natured mailman
who is driving us to the weigh-in in his van, calls out to me. What news?
Tyson got busted by "Buster" Douglas! What? The invincible "Iron"
Mike Tyson—the same Tyson who seemed barely human he so terrorized his opponents before they even stepped into the ring—sent to the
canvas, finished, washed up? Even those who saw the fight late last
night on pay-per-view are having a hard time believing it. And yet there's
no mystery: "Tyson got his ass whipped. That'll teach 'im a lesson: you
don't mess around with the science of boxin'. See the fat he had on his
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back? He wasn't ready, he didn't train seriously, he was chasing them
girls." Anthony squeezes my hand with delight, in one of those "soul
shakes" only he knows how to do: "Awright, Louie is fightin' tomorrow
night!" You'd think he's anticipating my match with as much impatience as his own.
A few minutes later, Nelson Mandela emerges from twenty-three
years in captivity onto every television screen around the world. Erect,
magnificent, radiating with dignity. The living anthesis of Don King who
is gesticulating and shouting himself hoarse, all the way from Tokyo, trying to convince an incredulous press corps that Tyson, humiliated
according to the rules, was the victim of a mistake by the referee.
The weigh-in, in a school gym on the North Side, has an unreal and
comical quality to it. The scene is reminiscent at once of a circus, a freak
show, and a slaughterhouse: all this human meat pressed into lines,
milling around in a windowless basement, makes you shudder and smile
at the same time. Every size, every shade, every shape, every build, is represented. There are little tough guys who have taken everything off but
their sunglasses and their shorts and are glaring angrily at their potential opponents. A tubby Puerto Rican with the face of a piglet, framed
by long sideburns and filthy hair, is walking around completely naked,
his tiny penis hanging out, to the great delight of his cronies who are
choking with laughter against the wall. A big ebony-colored heavyweight is flexing his muscles, undaunted, while waiting to step up to the
metal scale. Two cafe-au-lait super lightweights, looking like accountants who somehow wandered in by mistake, are chatting next to me,
while a white guy with a flabby belly sports a gigantic pair of briefs that
would seem to be concealing a large carpenter's square. Rico, James,
and Mark have already been weighed and put their clothes back on. My
turn to step on the scale. One hundred and thirty-seven pounds. Photo.
On the way back, in the car, I find out that Rico and Reese's parents are
so poor that there's often nothing to eat in the house. DeeDee is worried about whether Rico will"be able to fight on an empty stomach. I am
ashamed of myself for being among them and wanting to box out of
scholarly curiosity and a sense of fun.
It's on Sunday afternoon that I get more and more anxious thinking
about my fight. I suddenly start to feel weak; a vague bellyache is nagging at me. I pester Liz by constantly asking what time it is. I feel like I've
caught a cold: my neck hurts, my nose is running, my mouth is dry; I am
tired and have no strength. I take a long, hot bath and try to calm down

Big James steps on to the scale,
followed by Rico and Mark

'Busy" Louie stands in line and makes the weight
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by gulping some chocolate mints, a few Pepperidge Farm cookies, and
some ice cream. This only worsens my malaise because I know that all
that isn't good for my body. My throat is in knots, a diffuse sense of distress comes over me.
Wake-up the next morning at eleven o'clock. I slept like a log and I
have a very hard time believing that I'm going to climb into a ring that
evening. Me? I force myself to ingest a chicken breast and a grapefruit
around four o'clock. I feel at once serene and tense, and am brimming
over with energy. Meet up at the gym to leave all together for Saint
Andrew's Gym. Everyone greets me with a word of encouragement.
Sober and without fanfare. Oddly, far from overwhelming and intimidating me, the idea of carrying the hopes of the Woodlawn Boys Club
on my shoulders gives me peace of mind. "Hey Louie, the French
Bomber, you're goin'to win tonight!"8 As for DeeDee, as always, he
acts as if nothing special is going on. "You ready, Louie, you got everythin'? Handwraps, trunks, mouthpiece?" He fishes around in his little
doctor's satchel, digs out a small brownish vial, then takes two cotton
swabs from a leather pouch. With the gestures of a surgeon, he delicately dips one of the Q-tips into the bottle and hands it to me: "Stick
that in your nostrils, all d'way up there, an' dab it all around." The smell
is strong but not unpleasant. The adrenaline cools down my nasal passages: this coating will keep my nose from bleeding too much, for a
change. On the way out, I collect my last words of encouragement from
Alphonzo, who is finishing getting dressed in front of his locker with
the moves of a carnivore: "You're gonna kick someone's ass tonight,
man." Or get my ass kicked.
There's a lot of traffic because of the snowstorm swooping down
onto the city, and it takes us nearly an hour to get to Saint Andrew's
Gym. The tidal wave of nerves rises as we get closer and closer. We reassure each other (and ourselves) as best we can, by laughing or exaggerating our fear. But once we reach the corner of Addison and Paulina,
the wave recedes and an irrepressible desire to box takes over. We enter
the big hall. Four dollars admission, a dollar for a hot dog or a beer. The
guy selling Tyson T-shirts and patches is complaining behind his table:
the value of his inventory has crashed along with the downfall of his idol
in Tokyo. The good-natured, family-oriented crowd (maybe eight hundred
8. An oblique reference to Joe Louis's nickname in the 1930s and 1940s, "The
Brown Bomber."
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people, counting the fighters and their always plentiful entourage; relatively few blacks, large numbers of Hispanics, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans,
and some poor-looking whites) has come to have fun or to see some
good boxing. Because you watch the fights differently according to the
division: novice boxers for comedy, their colleagues in the "open" division for technique and "heart." And when an "animal" comes onto the
scene, you roar with laughter. The pros are the hardest spectators to
please. As two mediocre fighters strike affected poses, Ashante yells out
in his booming voice: "Come on, you bums! Get busy in d'ring!"
Verification of the license, simulacrum of a medical checkup, call to
the officials' table to get a brand-new pair of gloves—everything is
going by very quickly and I hardly have time to get nervous. I am boxing eighth, after Fred and Chears and before Big James. In the bare
room that serves as a makeshift locker room, the boxers change their
clothes in silence, a mask of anxiety on their faces that some of them
try to hide under a thin layer of false confidence and bravado. I slip my

The one-minute medical exam
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cup on, underneath my black bermuda shorts, then my red knee-high
socks with white socks over them and the blue "Ringside" jersey that
Ashante gave me. Smithie offers to wrap my hands with the blue Velcro
wraps that DeeDee has entrusted to him. This he does with the precision
of a very motherly nurse, making sure each time around that the fabric
is neither too tight nor too loose. He wraps it around my knuckles again
and again and enfolds each finger separately. "Close your hand now,
how does it feel?"
It's already Fred's turn. Curtis pumps him up before he enters the
ring: "Don't forget you're from Woodlawn, nigger!" Fred is horribly nervous but he immediately takes the fight right to his opponent, a stocky
young Mexican whom he batters like a wildman for two rounds. In the
third round, he runs out of gas and absorbs rights and uppercuts by the
truckload. Curtis leans on the ringpost, bellowing at the top of his lungs:
"Come on, fight, motherfucker, fight!" One last flurry of wild hooks and
straight rights, and Fred wins by the skin of his teeth. DeeDee and Eddie
gloat discreetly and all of Woodlawn with them.
I make the mistake of asking the official who is lacing up my gloves
if my opponent is there. "Uh, Cooper? Yeah, that's him over there."
Damn, he's a tall black guy with the musculature of a panther. He must
be a good six foot one, with long arms, supple like vines, and slim legs
that emerge, straight as posts, from his impeccably pleated white trunks.
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Two sinister-looking black men, fiftyish and athletic, are rubbing down
his shoulders while whispering in his ear who-knows-what cunning ring
ruse. Right away, I tell myself: "Shit, that guy knows how to box! Look
at the boots! The boots! They're worth at least sixty bucks, he wouldn't
have boots like that if he didn't box for real. Shit, I'm gonna get killed!"
But I get hold of myself immediately by thinking back on the hours of
sparring in the gym: "That guy can't be better than Ashante or Lorenzo,
can he?" I warm up, shadowboxing at the back of the gym, under a
gigantic stars and stripes, still closely surrounded by my club mates.
Eddie tells me again to relax, Ashante and Smithie stay right next to me,
feeding me advice. I can't wait to get into the ring, the moment so
hoped for and dreaded all these weeks has come. Don't disappoint!
From that moment on, everything speeds up and melts together in
my mind. I can remember clearly only little chunks here and there that
are difficult to put together. I'm too focused, too tense. Eddie washes
off my mouthpiece with his water bottle and sticks it in my mouth, then
shoots a stream of cold water into the back of my throat, which is horridly dry. This is it, it's my turn, this time it's for real! I've had such a rough
time of it in that goddamn gym that I only want one thing: to get it on. I
run into DeeDee at the foot of the ring. He envelops me in a gaze at once
fond and paternal, stern but full of affection; not a single word slips from
his lips, which are turned up in an impassive little smile. With my gloved
fist, I tap the closed fist he holds out to me, from above and from below.
That really warms my heart. I briskly saunter up the little set of steps while
Eddie bends his plump chest to stretch the ring ropes out of my way.
The spotlights hanging above the ring are blinding. The voice of the
announcer, John Bollino, a retired high-ranking army officer, proclaims the
identity of the fighters with dramatic tremolos: "Busy" Louie Wacquant
versus Larry Cooper. I feel like I am hallucinating when I hear my name,
followed by a wave of thunderous applause rolling in behind me from
the bleachers where the guys from the gym have congregated. I bounce
around nervously in place, exhaling, my eyes fixed on the opposite corner, where my enemy-for-a-night is shaking out his long, threadlike
limbs and windmilling the air with both fists. "Get to work, Louie!" Here
I am, alone in the ring. The long weeks of waiting, of arduous work, to
get here flash before my eyes. Maybe it's irresponsible of me but I don't
feel the slightest bit afraid. I am focused, full of determination and quiet
rage. Wasn't Cus D'Amato, the legendary trainer and "inventor" of
Mike Tyson, fond of saying: "Boxing is a sport of self-control. You've got
to understand fear in order to master it. Fear is like fire, you can make it
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"Busy" louie draws the salute of DeeDee
and the encouragements of Ashante before
stepping into the ring.

work for you"? 9 The referee, a potbellied Mexican with slicked-down
hair, calls me to the center of the ring for our final instructions.
The whistle hisses, signaling the start of the round. I walk resolutely
toward Cooper, who holds out both fists joined together so that we can
touch gloves before I lunge at him. Jab, jab, jab, right. Cooper has the
reach advantage and counters me sharply. Punches are raining from the
get-go. I take a straight right smack in the face, which doesn't stop me
at all from going into action "pumping" my jab. In a crazed rhapsody,
the shouts of the crowd mix with the torment of the punches thrown and
taken. With competition gloves on, which are lighter and less padded,
9. Cited in Jose Torres, Fire and Fear The Inside Story of Mike Tyson (New York:
Warner Communications Books, 1988), 60.
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fists cut through the air and punches hurt more—a lot more! And this
damn Cooper hits hard. "Hands up, hands up, Louie, get your hands
up!" Smithie bellows. I unload a barrage of well-timed straight punches.
Cooper backs up swiftly and weaves under my left hook, then catches
me with a sledgehammer right on the nose, which stings all over. As
soon as we clinch, he ties up my arms in the tentacles that pass for his
arms, frustrating my attempts to work on his body. I attack once again,
with a jab to his chest and suddenly, boom! Everything swings upside
down, the ring pitches wildly, the ceiling lights blind me and . .. the next
thing I know, I'm on my ass on the floor. I feel like a grenade exploded
right in my face! I didn't see anything coming. I jump back up, the referee grabs my fists, wipes them off on his gray jersey, and makes me
retreat to a neutral corner. He's annoying me, pushing himself up against
me with his big, soft mouth counting in a sing-songy English: "Three,
four, five . . . " Shit, he's giving me a standing eight count! I got knocked
down. I'm really upset. "It's all right, it's all right, I'm okay, it's nothing."
Out of the corner of my eye, I keep watch on Cooper who is breathing
hard in his corner. I throw myself at him again, jab against jab, and I try
several times to get past his guard. He ties me up and bangs away at my
sides. I respond with a solid right to the solar plexus. "Break!" then
"Box!" An exchange of jabs and straights. Tweeeet! The whistle interrupts our revels. Sustained applause.
I turn toward my corner, where Eddie has already slid out the stool.
The most amazing thing about all this is ... the fact that I'm not amazed
at all! I feel like a tough ring veteran when Eddie takes out my reddened
mouthpiece and rinses it off in a flash. "How you feelin'?" "Fine." I'm
not even winded. I catch sight of DeeDee's head on my left, at the edge
of the ring apron, with his big glasses and his black beret bolted down
on his skull: "You're too far away, you need t'take two steps forward.
Block his right an' move closer. Tighten your wrist good an' don't get
tense, you're doin' good." I gargle, then spit the water out into the Budweiser bucket between my legs. The warning whistle blows, the cornermen get back out of the ring. Cooper is standing across from me again.
Tweeet! Second round. We resume our maneuvers, only faster and
harder. No time to think. My battered face is throbbing and dripping
with sweat. I box on instinct, increasing the pressure on my opponent,
as if in a high-speed film in which all the sensations are exaggerated.
Cooper's fists seem like they've been dipped in steel when they bang on
me. I attempt several left hooks behind my jab, without much success:
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my punches cut through the air because their target has nimbly stepped
back. But I stay on the offensive and throw three lefts that land right on
target. "Be first! Don't wait! Combinations!" I remember clearly a wide
left to the chest that knocked the wind out of me on the way out of a
clinch. I slide along the ropes like a ballerina to try to get my bearings back
and to avoid the straight right hands Cooper is launching one after the
other. Tweeeet! End of round two, back to my corner. Same little scenario on my stool, where this time I'm trying to catch my breath. Eddie
pulls on the waistband of my trunks to free up my stomach: "Take a deep
breath, one mo' time. Come on, Louie, you win this round for us!"
This is the last straight line: I rush at Cooper and attack without letting up. I'm taking a lot of punches but I'm dishing out some of my own
in return and the wild shouts of my supporters give me an extra boost
of energy. We're both running out of steam and getting tired. Three
minutes in the ring is an eternity! Jab, jab, right, double jab, I really am
busy—at least I will have earned my ring name! When Eddie yells "Thirty
seconds!" I turn into a windmill, throwing punches as fast as my arms
will let me. Surprised, Cooper tries to fend me off by sticking his left arm
out, palm open, like a pitchfork. Suddenly invigorated, I finally break
through his guard and pin him up against the ropes, right next to my
corner. Jab, hooks with both hands, to the body and to the head, over
and under. Bingo! Everything is landing where it should. Woodlawn is
hooting with joy. Cooper tries to push me off, then takes refuge behind
his gloves. I pound on him as fast as I can: I need to score, quick, score!
I want to knock him out. He struggles back, ties me up, takes his turn
pounding on my body. Eddie and Ashante nearly jump into the ring,
delirious: "Both hands, both hands! Underneath, underneath again!" I'm
gasping for air and extricate myself with a furious jab, then lunge back
at Cooper with a right that he catches in his gloves. Tweeeet! End of the
third round and of the fight. I'm li-que-fied. We hug briefly, body against
body, and slap gloves, before going back to our respective corners.
Eddie squeezes my shoulders feverishly and takes my headgear off
with excited gestures: "You fought a helluva fight, Louie, a helluva fight!"
DeeDee is all smiles, Ashante and Smithie hail me as the winner. Oooof!
I'm wiped out, incredulous, delighted, drained, amazed, relieved—in a
word, happy. A thousand emotions throb inside me. At the end of the
day, I'm still in one piece, which is not so bad: that goddamn Cooper hit
like a jackhammer. (I will later learn that he already had a record of nine
wins and only one loss.) Everything happened so fast, too fast. More
than anything, I am gratified by having done well by the gym, whose
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reputation is so envied by the other clubs. The referee calls us to the middle of the ring. Bollino reads the judges' verdict in his cavernous voice:
"And the winner, by decision, in the red corner, from Bessemer Park,
Larry Cooooppeeeer! Larry Coo-per..." The boos of the crowd drown
out his announcement, there is whistling. "Boooo! Boooo! Bullshit!"
Smithie and Eddie vociferate at the judges. I congratulate Cooper, who
is glowing with satisfaction: "Good fight, man, good fight, good luck for
the next one." The referee signals me to get out of the ring. An official
promptly unties my gloves and hands me my passbook, which bears the
still-wet inscription: "Defeat: Cooper, by decision." I have a crazy urge to
laugh about it all. Liz, Eddie, Olivier, Ivan, Rico, Ashante, Aaron, Reese,
Mark, old Scottie with the wine on his breath, all crowd around me:
"Man, you won that fight, them bastards robbed you!" DeeDee main-

The Woodlawn Boys Club victorious: Big James and
"Mighty" Mark proudly display their trophies, flanked
by Eddie and DeeDee
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tains Olympian calm: "Far as I'm concerned, you won the fight, by a hair,
with that flurry in d'last round. They shoulda given him a standin' eight
count, he wasn' fightin' back." (I think that, more than anything,
DeeDee's glad that I didn't get hurt. Ashante will reveal to me later that
the old coach hesitated up until the last minute to let me step into the
ring: "I don't want Louie to get hisself killed.") Liz hugs me, overcome
with emotion: "Lo, Lo! You fought like a tiger, I couldn't believe my
eyes." Me neither! I am flabbergasted that it all went by so quickly. Olivier
and Eddie insist that I put some ice on my eye and on my nose, which are
starting to swell up alarmingly. Liz runs to the concession stand to fill up
a bag of it for me. DeeDee finally relaxes: "Boxin's never fun. You don't
climb in d'ring to have fun. You have your fun after the fight."
Waking up the day after the fight is painful. I've slept like I was bludgeoned and can't remember anything about the fight. Was I dreaming?
I feel numb, psychologically drained, like a squeezed lemon left with only
the withered yellow skin. The mirror reflects the image of a hideously
bruised face. My left eye, partially closed by the straight right that sent
me to the canvas in the first round, is in the process of turning from an
ocher red to purple. Not a pretty sight. The ridge of my pinkish nose has
doubled in size; I touch it gingerly, to make sure that it's not broken
again. A cut runs across my left eyebrow. I'm also sporting a swollen and
purplish bottom lip and a bruise on the corner of my mouth, also on the
left side. And I find it hard to breathe very deeply, because of my bangedup ribs. No, no doubt about it, I wasn't dreaming.
But all this hurting vanishes upon my triumphant return to the gym.
I feel like a soldier going back to base camp after having been at the
front lines, I'm so bombarded with high-fives, smiles, winks, pats on the
shoulder, compliments, and commentary on the refereeing. "You done
got robbed, Louie!" I surprised everyone at the gym—starting with myself.
From now on, I am fully one of them: "Yep, Louie's a soul brother."
Ashante is eagerly inquiring about my next fight when DeeDee shuts the
party down: "There ain't gonna be no next time. You had yo' fight. You
got enough to write your damn book now. You don't need to get into
d'ring."
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