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PREFACE

he idea for this project was born in 2002, when Nigel Collins, then editor of The Ring

magazine, asked me to write a section for the magazine ranking the twenty best-ever
light heavyweights. Before I started researching, I figured that the great and revered Archie
Moore, who scored more knockouts than any fighter in the history of boxing, would get
the top spot, followed maybe by Bob Foster or Billy Conn, then Michael Spinks, Tommy
Loughran and other old pugs nobody knew or cared about anymore.

I knew that Ezzard Charles was loved by the purists and the old-heads and that hed
fought some at light-heavy, but had never won the championship at that weight and
was mostly remembered for his short, fairly unremarkable tenure as heavyweight cham-
pion.

Almost for the hell of it I researched his record at light heavyweight—a kind of no-
man’s division between the glamor classes of middleweight and heavyweight—and found
that he beat, among others, Moore three times, once by knockout, and Jimmy Bivins, Lloyd
Marshall and Charley Burley, each more than once. These were the hard, great, black fighters
no one else wanted to fight, especially the popular white fighters, and when he was on his
game Charles went through them like they weren’t there. Joey Maxim, a brilliant light
heavyweight with one of the best jabs ever, was whipped five times by Charles.

Bivins, Burley, Marshall, Maxim and Moore all are in the Boxing Hall of Fame, as they
should be. Charles is too, and his record against that group proved to me that Charles was
the best light heavyweight ever, and not by a little. I wrote my section for The Ring with
him at the top, and I moved on, but questions about him and his career picked at me. I
looked for more information about him, but there wasn’t much: a few nostalgic magazine
articles; a mention here or there. There were no books about Ezzard Charles. It didn’t make
sense.

How was it possible that this great light heavyweight fighter had never won the light
heavyweight title? Why did he have to move to heavyweight to get a title fight? How was
it that he beat Moore three times and yet most rated Moore the best in the division? And
why could one find several good biographies covering Moore’s career and life, but none
that did the same for Charles? The same went for Charles’ most celebrated heavyweight
opponents, Joe Louis and Rocky Marciano. There are at least a half dozen biographies cov-
ering each.

I kept an eye out for a Charles biography over the next several years. Nothing. In the
meantime, two books were published about Burley, whom Charles whipped twice, fairly
easily. Then one covering Bivins, whom Charles knocked so cold in their third fight that
Bivins had to be revived by ring doctors. Eventually there came too a biography of heavy-
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weight Jersey Joe Walcott, who Charles whipped twice (three times if you asked most, but
that’s another story). For me that sealed it. Ezzard Charles deserved to be remembered and
admired. He didn’t get the credit he deserved, although he was one of the best fighters ever,
and even today he is overlooked. No more. I can only hope that after all this time this work
does him justice. He deserves that much.



INTRODUCTION

Ezzard Charles was one of the best prizefighters who ever lived, and yet there wasn’t a
whole lot that even a good, experienced fight guy could do for him. Some guys had
the gift of gab, or a thunderous punch, or a great back story. Some had unusual charisma
or presence. As heavyweight champion Charles had none of these. He was just a poor kid
from an American slum, no different, really, than other poor kids from other American
slums.

But he wasn't a palooka. He didn’t talk in broken or mangled English. His nose wasn’t
mashed, and he didn’t get a big push from the mob. Hed never done any jail time. And he
wasn't the first to do anything.

Charles didn’t get into fistfights outside the ring, or get caught in pictures with lily-
white prostitutes. Sure, he went to jazz clubs and whatnot, but who didn’t? When he wasn’t
fighting he liked to paint in oils, read psychology textbooks, and play his bass fiddle. How
was anyone supposed to sell that?

Sure, he could fight like hell. The guys who had been around for a long time could
see that as soon as he got in the ring, and for decades after he died guys who knew what
they were talking about looked at films of Ezzard Charles and asked: “Christ, how could
they not see he was a genius?”

Plenty of guys who were fighting geniuses went to bed hungry every night because
genius is always recognized too late. Charles got lucky, more or less, when a manager who
saw him for what he was and knew how to work the press stole him away, like they do in
the fight game, and took him to the top.

It was more complicated than that, of course, because in the 1940s and ’50s the fight
game was run by gangsters and mobsters who would let a good fighter like Charles starve
to death if he didn't play along. That meant cutting them in on the winnings and fighting
who they said, when they said. Charles wasn’t a genius with the books, but he was smart
enough to know when he had to play along to get along.

His big problem was that he came along right after Joe Louis, who had spoiled Amer-
ican fight fans by being everything they had ever wanted in a superhero—outside of being
white, of course—and in comparison Charles looked like a school kid barely out of his
short pants. Even after Charles whipped an aged Louis they couldn’t appreciate him. In
fact, they hated him not just for beating Louis but for not being him. Louis was everything
they wanted in a heavyweight champion and Charles was everything they didnt.

They paid attention when he came closer than anyone else to beating Rocky Marciano,
and they said it was the best hed ever done; but that was because they hadn’t seen him
when he was young and hungry, before he was worn down by the game and its endless
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brutalities. Theyd never seen him at his best. It was over after that, pretty much, and when
he died, helpless as a baby, they named a highway after him in Cincinnati, the way they do
for heroes.

Ezzard Charles was never anyone’s hero. Not really. Not the way he should have been.
American sports fans were looking for a hero who was as good as Louis in the same exact
way Louis was. They didn’t know they had someone just as good but in a different way. It
never occurred to them that there was more than one way to be great. Louis had ruined it
for everyone. So they looked and looked for another Louis, while Ezzard Charles was right
there under their noses. How could they not see he was a genius?
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SNOOKS

zzard Charles never wanted to be a killer. There were some of those in the fight business,

manager types mostly, and gangsters and other miscreants who treated fighters like
dogs or worse. Every once in a while youd find a fighter like that too, one who would pound
your brain stem loose just for the joy it gave him. But those guys never lasted long; they
didn’t appreciate the game enough. It took patience, discipline and a certain kind of smarts
to be a very good prizefighter, and the psychopaths had none of those—they just enjoyed
beating on another man. That wasn’t Charles. To him the fight business was an honest job,
a way to make a living and maybe get a closet full of gleaming dress shoes and Brooks
Brothers suits.

But across the ring from him there was a twenty-year-old kid hed just beat all hell out
of, and the boy’s trainers couldn’t wake him up. Charles knew something was wrong with
him when he saw blood coming out of both his nostrils. In all his years fighting hed never
seen that.! And when the kid finally went down after a long beating, he sat there on the
ring canvas for a minute, one arm slung over the middle rope and the other one punching
the air, like he was still fighting; but he was unconscious, his eyes half-open. And then his
coffee-brown skin turned gray and he went slack like a man does when the life is running
out of him. All Charles could do was watch from the other side of the ring.

That was about as bad as it could get for a God-fearing country boy like Ezzard Mack
Charles, who was born in a shack on a hidden back road in the Rocky Knob section of
Lawrenceville, Georgia, on July 7,1921. Lawrenceville is roughly twenty-five miles northeast
of Atlanta, and on a good day in the 1920s about two thousand souls passed their days
there. Most of them were grandchildren or great-grandchildren of slaves, and no one
had to tell them what it meant to be black and living in the Deep South. Lawrenceville,
legend had it, was the site of one of the first Negro lynchings following the Civil War,
when Mart McConnell, a former slave, supposedly assaulted a white woman and was sub-
sequently hanged by Union soldiers, of all people, on the Gwinnett County Courthouse
square.’

The year Charles was born, there were sixty-three documented lynchings of blacks in
the United States.> Over the next ten years, forty-one African Americans were lynched
right there in Georgia. Only Mississippi lynched more.* It was in this world that William
Charles, a truck driver for a local cotton mill, and his wife, Alberta, conceived their second
child, a boy. Their first, a girl, had died at four months of age. When Alberta got ready to
deliver the second, her family got word to Webster Pierce Ezzard, the Lawrenceville doctor
all the folks in those parts turned to when they had their babies and suffered their sicknesses
and died hard in the wet Georgia heat.
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Dr. Ezzard’s office proper was at the corner drug store in town, but as often as not he
could be seen navigating the dark, back roads to deliver the babies and tend to the sick and
dying in and around Lawrenceville. They said he never once took a vacation and by the
time he died in 1963 at eighty-three years of age, hed delivered some three thousand babies.’
He had a thin, lanky frame and an easy smile. After he eased the Charles boy into the dark
squalor that July night, William and Alberta had no money to pay him, so they named
their son “Ezzard” in his honor. They weren’t the first. Several folks around Lawrenceville
had done the same thing. It seemed the right thing to do. Then they made his middle name
“Mack” to honor the boy’s grandfather.

Charles grew up like most of the boys in Lawrenceville did, especially the ones in
Rocky Knob: poor, hungry and with only the smarts they came into the world with.
Lawrenceville wasn’t big on schooling; the grammar school, if you could call it that, was
in the auditorium of the town church. It wasn’t a real school at all. Not that this bothered
Ezzard much. School gave him something to do and took his mind off how empty his stom-
ach was, but overall he didn’t much care for it. It was boring, and not just in the way school
is boring to most kids at one time or another.

Rather than abiding lectures and lesson plans, the boys in Ezzard’s class would play
a game that involved flipping through a geography book and seeing who could come
closest to finding Mississippi. That’s what passed for learning. One time Charles got into
the kind of trouble young boys do in school, and as punishment the teacher told him to
write down all the numbers from one to one hundred. As no one had taught him how to
write those numbers as yet, he just drew a hundred lines on the paper. He never did
learn how to read there, but when he learned how to write his name they gave him an
orange.

Like all the neighborhood boys, Charles imagined himself as someday rich and famous,
or at least famous, because rich was something no black man in his right mind within a
hundred miles of Lawrenceville was fool enough to dream. That was the kind of thinking
that could get a man killed or at least heartbroken, and if you asked the older men in
Lawrenceville they couldn’t tell you which was worse. In a town as small as Lawrenceville,
it was better to keep your dreams to yourself or someone might accuse you of trying to be
better than you were. No good could come of that.

Still, as Charles passed the long, damp days and nights in what was more accidental
campground than town, he did what all the boys did: imagined himself as someday a star
baseball player in the National Negro League, an Oscar Charleston or Biz Mackey. Maybe
hed make it in basketball with the “Rens” up in Harlem in New York and travel across the
country, stopping in St. Louis or Atlanta or San Francisco, wherever they had basketball
teams, and whipping the hometown boys before moving on to the next town. That would
be fun. Or maybe hed be a champion prizefighter. In his fantasies he'd be known as “Jack”
Charles, or “Kid” Charles, something like that. “Ezzard” was no good. There had never
been a hero in the history of the world named “Ezzard” anywhere. Of that he was sure.
And his middle name, “Mack,” was no good either. Hed given that up in school when for
the life of him he couldn’t get himself to write it out so that it could be read. He stopped
using it altogether. His grandfather would understand.

He thought “Dynamite” Charles would be a good nickname if he became a prizefighter.
Hed gotten it from the old Joe Jinks comic strip, where Joe was a fight manager and his
best fighter was named Dynamite Dunn. Yeah, Dynamite would do. Or “Young” Charles,
after the great little scrapper Young Stribling, who was from Bainbridge, just a couple
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hundred miles away. Stribling started fighting as a bantamweight, a tiny kid, just like Charles
was, and wound up fighting the best heavyweights in the world, grown men. He made a
good living at it, was able to help out his family, and he was famous, all right.

If Stribling could do it, why couldn’t he? Hed just have to get a better name than
Ezzard. Sure, Stribling was a white man, but prizefighting was about the only sport in Amer-
ica where a poor black boy could compete against a poor white boy, and if he was good
enough and could beat him, and kept winning, he eventually could be the champion of the
whole world—not just the colored world. That was the good thing about the fighting busi-
ness: it was equal opportunity. Blacks couldn’t play in the white baseball leagues with Babe
Ruth and Lou Gehrig. There were only a couple of black pro football players. And while
the Rens played a lot of white basketball teams, it was hard to get rich or famous as a black
basketball player.

Not so for good prizefighters. Way back in 1902, almost 20 years before Charles was
born, Joe Gans became the first black American to win a world boxing championship. He
was a lightweight, a little guy, just 135 pounds, and yet they came by the thousands, black
and white, to watch him fight. Then, in 1908, Jack Johnson went from being the “world col-
ored heavyweight champion” to the heavyweight champion of the whole world, which was
about the greatest thing anybody could be. Everyone knew that. Being heavyweight cham-
pion of the world was like being president of the United States.

White people hated Johnson, and he didn’t help himself any by running around with
white women, but he did whatever he wanted to. Imagine that—from a black man! That
showed how great it was to be a prizefighter, so long as you were really good at it. Johnson
was known as “the Galveston Giant” after Galveston, Texas, his hometown. If Charles
became a prizefighter hed have to have a good nickname like that one. Only thing was, as
far as he knew, no one who was famous had ever come from Lawrenceville. There were
other great black fighters—Sam Langford, Harry Wills, Barbados Joe Walcott. The sport
was full of good black fighters and a lot of them were stars. They weren't rich, but they
were stars.

There was one name Ezzard knew he wouldn’t use if he got famous—his father’s. When
he was five, Charles’ parents split up and William headed up North on his own, leaving
Alberta to raise their boy alone. Father and son didn’t see each other again for twenty years,
until after the whole world knew who Ezzard Charles was. By then the old man was a super-
intendent at an apartment building in Lorain, Ohio, and it was too late for them. That was
okay with Ezzard. He let the press take their pictures and he smiled along but he wasn’t the
first fighter in the world or the last who chose the vocation he did at least in part to show
his father what a real man should be and what a real man could do. The prisons and prize
rings and graveyards were full of men trying to prove this or that to their fathers, whether
they loved the man or hated him or both. Usually it was both. The older men who spent
their days and night in gyms and saloons and alleys knew the truth: Bad fathers created
more prizefighters and criminals and alcoholics than poverty, whiskey and cheating women
combined, and for as long as men failed as fathers there would be sons chasing them to
their graves to show them how they had failed as men. Sometimes it made the sons better
men. A lot of the time it didn’t.

Either way, Charles would never be known as “William” or “Bill” Charles. But by any
name he was finding a way to live, the way all kids do, no matter the state of their lives,
and boxing was everywhere. In the 1920s prizefighting was the biggest sport in the world,
and heroes such as Jack Dempsey, Harry Greb and Mickey Walker were treated like movie
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stars, or, better yet, like kings, or heads of state. And they weren’t all on the other side of
the world.

In 1926, Tiger Flowers, whose nickname was “the Georgia Deacon,” became the first
black man to win the middleweight world title. He was born in Camilla, Georgia, just under
two hundred miles south of Lawrenceville. Wherever there were poor boys trying to make
something of themselves, you could bet there were also boxing rings and gloves and old
punching bags. And that included Lawrenceville.

Long before Ezzard Charles was born some of the older men had put together a
makeshift boxing ring, and all summer long the neighborhood boys would box one another
underneath the scorching Georgia sun. Adults in the neighborhood would sometimes watch
from “ringside,” betting, fanning themselves and sweating, and sipping tea or lemonade or
whatever else a grown man or woman could get his or her hands on around town.

Sometimes it would be one boy against another. Other times there'd be a “battle royal,”
all the willing boys in the neighborhood in the ring at once flailing at one another—usually
blindfolded—until the last one left standing, little brown chest heaving and lathered in
sweat and probably some blood, too, was declared the winner. The crowd would toss their
pennies and nickels into the “ring” and the winner would take home the loot. Sometimes
the neighborhood boys would gather in this backyard or that and box one another in a
circle formed by spectators. There wasn’t much else to do in Lawrenceville.

Little Ezzard fought his first match in a roped-off section of mayor Grover Mont-
gomery’s front lawn.® Although he was one of the smallest kids in the neighborhood, he
had little trouble running through other kids around his age—on that day and on the many
that followed. This was a great and not unwelcome surprise to him, and not long after, he
filled an old canvas sack with rags and sand, hung it from a tree in the backyard and stood
out there for hours under that red Georgia sun, punching away at it. The more he punched
at it the better he got. And the better he got the more he punched at it. Day by day Ezzard
forgot about being a star baseball or basketball player and thought mostly about boxing.
Not in a way that suggested to him that this is what he would do with his life—that would
come later; he was too young for it now. But like all other boys, and whether or not he
knew it, hed been looking for the thing he would be good at. And at eight years old, more
or less, hed found it—right there in Lawrenceville.

It was fortunate for Charles that Lawrenceville wasn’t the only place in the world where
a poor boy could find makeshift boxing rings and old gloves and homemade punching
bags. When he was nine, Alberta decided she couldn’t make it in Lawrenceville anymore,
took her son to her mother’s house up in Cincinnati and asked her to raise her boy right.
Shed struggled long and hard in Lawrenceville, relying on family when she could, but she
was mostly alone and she wanted better for Ezzard. She didn't want her only child to be
raised poor in the Deep South where a black man couldn’t really be a man except in his
own home, and not even then sometimes because hed never learned how.

She knew it would be better for him up North in Cincinnati, where it wasn’t heaven
but at least hed have a chance. He could be a man. She herself was headed up to Atlanta
and then to New York City, where she hoped to find a job in the dressmaking business.
Shed heard they had those kinds of jobs, but New York was no place to raise a young boy.
So she'd go up to New York and get a job that would pay her enough to send her boy a new
suit every Christmas or Easter or some kind of treat when expenses would allow. And she
knew her mother would do right by her boy.

Charles’ grandmother, Maude Foster, lived in Cincinnati’s West End, where all the
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black folks lived. It wouldn’t be easy for her, or for Ezzard. She made a living wage and not
much more as a maid, and her little, rundown, three-room frame house, which was sup-
ported by bricks at the corners, already housed her five sons, two daughters, and her own
mother, Belle Russell, a former slave. Both were slight, petite women, but the matriarchs
made a formidable pair and theirs was a righteous home. Ms. Foster was firm with all her
kids, and especially Ezzard, about prayer and the importance of living the right life—a
good, clean Christian life. Aslong as a man led a clean Christian life, no harm could come
to him. That’s what she always said, and Ezzard believed her. Ms. Russell, his great-
grandmother, made him read his Bible and preached strict adherence to its tenets and
attention to the lessons it held. Between the two of them they made sure Charles would
turn out to be a good boy. They made him mind his manners and kept him out of trouble.
He fit in quickly with the brood, and one of his uncles gave him a nickname that stayed
with him for the rest of his life: “Snooks.”

Due largely to his grandmothers’ influence, Charles stayed out of trouble in his new
home, though there was lots of opportunity to go wrong in the West End. Cincinnati was
busting at the seams. Industry had hit the town hard around the turn of the century. Like
most things, that was good and bad. It brought in lots of money and created thousands of
jobs for unskilled laborers. Migrants from the Deep South poured into the city, doubling
its population between 1910 and 1930. Most of the newcomers settled in the downtown and
West End neighborhoods along the lower Mill Creek basin. It wasn’t long before the basin
was choking on its new residents, with open sewers fouling the poorest neighborhoods,
floods wiping out whole blocks and thick industrial smoke from the factories shadowing
the entire region.

In the poorest neighborhoods you couldn’t hang a shirt outside on the line to dry
because one of your neighbors might need a shirt, too. The men joked that you could tell
the size of a man’s house by smelling his clothes; if he had a one-room place and couldn’t
hang his clothes outside, his shirts reeked of pork fat. If they smelled like soap rather than
food, he was doing all right.

It wasn’'t Lawrenceville, where a young black boy couldn’t look a white man in the eye
without permission, or walk on the same side of the street as a white man. A man didn’t
have to worry about getting lynched in Cincinnati if he looked at a white girl, but if he was
smart he didn’t test the waters. He knew his place. It wasn’t lynching country but it wasn’t
the Promised Land, either.

Charles’ grandmother enrolled him in Harriet Beecher Stowe elementary school in
the West End as soon as she could. She dressed him in his best clothes, which wasn’t saying
much, told him to mind his Ps and Qs and do the best he could. It was the first real school
hed ever attended; hed never learned to read in Lawrenceville. On his first day, the school
administration, not sure what to make of this shy, impeccably polite and wholly illiterate
nine-year-old, put him in a class for retarded kids. There Ezzard stayed for a full three
months’ until he acquired some rudimentary reading skills and was able to join the student
body at large. The teachers discovered soon enough that he was no genius with books. He
plodded along but learned his lessons and once they took, he retained them. He was a
determined boy and he needed to be. The West End was no place for the faint-hearted, or
for boys who had little interest in mixing it up in the street.

Unfortunately, that described Charles, who, despite his many successes in battle royals
and backyard boxing matches in Lawrenceville, had no inclination whatever for street fight-
ing. Partly by nature and partly by upbringing, he was a timid boy and froze in terror at
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the thought of fist-fighting in the street or on the playground. And as there were always
boys at school looking for fights the moment classes were dismissed, he became adept at
the practice all young cowards master: charting new ways to get home. Hed take back alleys
or cut through backyards or a corner grocery store, even if it took him twice as long to get
home.?

On the occasions when a fight couldn’t be avoided, his uncle Harvey, a veteran of the
West End streets, fought for him. And when Uncle Harvey wasn't there, Charles took his
lumps. One time when he took a new notebook to school, a bigger, older kid said hed lost
his, which happened to be the same color and size as the one Ezzard carried. He accused
Charles of theft. Young Charles protested. The older boy answered with a sock on the jaw.
Ezzard handed over the notebook without another word.

Charles was eleven years old and still running from fights in August 1932 when the
local paper reported that the great Cuban featherweight boxer, Kid Chocolate, would be
coming to Cincinnati to fight Cleveland-based journeyman Johnny Farr downtown at the
Parkway Outdoor Arena. Charles and his sports-minded friends were excited. It wasn’t
that it would be a great match; Farr was a ham-and-egger who would never be a great
fighter. But Kid Chocolate! Hed been all over the world and fought the best fighters there
were—Jackie “Kid” Berg, Battling Battalino, Tony Canzoneri. These were the fighters they
read about in the paper every day, fighters who were rich and famous, and now one of
them was coming to Cincinnati. The week before the fight the promoter had one of his
guys drive Chocolate through the West End to help build the gate. The car was huge and
had the top down and Chocolate sat up high, waving to the neighborhood kids. They turned
down the block Charles and his family lived on, and stopped outside a candy store.

The neighborhood kids flocked to the car and Chocolate, known not only for his ring
prowess but for an immense and elegant wardrobe, shone in an expensive, impeccably tai-
lored suit despite the summer heat. Ezzard joined the throng around the car and heard one
of the kids ask, “Chocolate, how many suits ya got?” Chocolate responded: “Man, I got
suits for every day in the year. I got 365”° And Ezzard Mack Charles, who was about as
poor as any of the kids on the West End, ran from fights in the street, looked like he was
half starving to death, and never spoke unless he was spoken to, thought: “I'm gonna be a
fighter and have clothes like that”

After that there were no more dreams of being a famous baseball or basketball player
or anything else. He knew what he would be. Hed be a fighter. Hed been one all along any-
way—in the backyard, back home in Lawrenceville. He just hadn’t known it yet. Someday
he would be more than “Snooks” from the neighborhood, more than the kid who didn’t
start school until he was ten years old. Hed be more than the kid born piss-poor in a shack
and more than the poor black boy whose father ran out on him and whose mother, for
good reasons or bad, dropped him in Cincinnati on the way up North. Hedd be the boy to
make his grandmother and his great-grandmother proud, the boy who would stand out
among all the other poor boys on the West End. It wouldn’t matter that he wasn’t white or
that he still couldn’t write his middle name.

Not long before the Chocolate-Farr fight the following week, the promoter, a local
guy, offered free tickets to a few of the neighborhood kids, including Charles and a few of
his buddies, if they set up chairs for the event at Music Hall. Charles jumped at the chance
and come fight night, every chair was in place—rows and rows of them. Charles and his
friends showed up to claim their free tickets, but they were nowhere to be found—nor was
the promoter. Charles went home and listened on the radio like everyone else. He didn’t
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miss much. Farr hardly laid a glove on Chocolate, but it hardly mattered. Ezzard Charles,
the fighter, had been born.

Over the next four years Charles did all the things the boys in the West End did; he
went to school, played ball in the park, did his chores and minded his grandmother. He
started discovering girls. And just as he had back in Lawrenceville, he boxed other boys in
backyards and parking lots and in ball fields, and just like in Lawrenceville, he went through
them like they weren’t there.

All along he remembered the day he met Kid Chocolate and what he promised himself
hed be some day, but Chocolate wasn't his inspiration anymore. Someone else had taken
his place. Over the past four years a sensational black heavyweight named Joe Louis had
come out of Detroit and torn through just about every fighter hed faced. He was all anyone
could talk about, even the white folks, but especially black folks, who saw him as proof that
a black man could come from the slums and reach the top of the world.

In just a few years Louis had become the talk of the sports world. The newspaper
guys wrote he might even be better than Jack Dempsey. Joe Louis was born into desperate
poverty in Lafayette, Alabama, in 1914, the seventh of eight children born to Munroe
Barrow and Lillie (Reese) Barrow, a pair of sharecroppers whose parents were former
slaves. Louis’ parents split after his father was committed to an insane asylum in 1916, and
in 1920 his mother married Pat Brooks. After an encounter with the Ku Klux Klan, the
family moved to Detroit in 1926 and Louis found his way to a youth and recreation center
on Brewster Street, where he learned to box. He had his first amateur bout in 1932, the
same year Charles met Kid Chocolate. He lost that fight to future Olympian Johnny Miller,
but then quickly excelled, displaying mind-numbing punching power and lightning-fast
hands. He won numerous tournaments over the following several years, including the
1933 Detroit Free Press Golden Gloves, the 1934 Detroit Golden Gloves, and the National
Golden Gloves and National AAU light heavyweight championships in 1934. He turned
pro in 1934 and was undefeated in twenty-four fights until former champion Max Schmeling
upset him and stopped him in 1936 in New York. The loss to Schmeling hardly slowed
Louis down.

It wasn't only his fighting skill that made him a success. His management team was
well aware that much of America was still smarting over the indignities foisted on it by
Jack Johnson. In order to ascend to the top of the sports world Louis had to play the game
the way white America wanted him to. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t get the chance. He couldn’t
do what Johnson had done. So they mandated a code of conduct for Louis that they knew
would help him avoid the deep enmity Johnson’s flamboyance created among the white
majority. The code consisted of seven mandates: He was never to have his picture taken
with a white woman; he was never to go into a nightclub alone; there would be no soft
fights; there would be no fixed fights; he was never to gloat over a fallen opponent; he was
to keep a “dead pan” in front of the cameras; and he was to live and fight clean. It was a
carefully cultivated and controlled public image that didn’t so much sell Louis to white
America as make the possibility of his winning the title more palatable. Louis’ fists would
take care of the rest.

To black Americans what Louis did outside the ring was of secondary importance;
with every win over another heavyweight—black or white—Louis’ legend grew. Every vic-
tory sent poor black folks into the streets to celebrate, to stand up and believe, to holler
and cuss if they wanted and to hold their heads high, from Harlem to San Francisco and
everywhere in between, including, importantly, Cincinnati. The teenage Ezzard Charles
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listened to Louis’ fights on the radio and when Louis won, so did he. So did everyone else
on the West End, and in all the other West Ends across America.

Ezzard started compiling a scrapbook of Louis’ newspaper clips and photos, and before
long it bulged. Louis had a chance to become an American hero, a man who would show
everyone that even a poor black boy born in a shack could become the most famous man
in America. So when Charles boxed his friends and other neighborhood kids he imagined
himself as Louis, shuftling this way and that, landing punches and dodging counters. And
after he had beaten them all, bloodied their noses, busted their lips and then sent them
home bruised and dizzy, a couple of them told him he was wasting his time with them. If
he loved Joe Louis so much and was so good at boxing, why didn’t he go to a gym already
and do it right? What was he waiting for? So he did.

In the summer of 1936 Charles went to his grandmother and asked her for fifty cents,
the dues at a local boxing gym. She thought about it good and hard, prayed on it. She knew
how many ways a boy could go wrong on the West End, and that no matter how much she
and her mother kept after him, you never knew when a boy would go astray. It would help
him stay on the straight and narrow if he had something to do to fill up his time between
studies and chores.

She was no fan of fighting, and fifty cents was nothing to sneeze at; she had to wash
a lot of floors to make fifty cents. But she knew Ezzard had God in his heart and with that
he would be okay. The next afternoon she pressed the money into his hand and sent him
on his way. There was no way she could know then what she had done for him. The best
she could do was trust that God would watch over him.

Ezzard went to Danny Davis’ gym on Central Avenue on the West End. The old men
there laughed him out of the joint, told him there was no way he would ever be a boxer.
You couldn’t blame them. Danny Davis was already a local celebrity, having trained the
great Cincinnati featherweight Freddie Miller, who was Cincinnati’s first homegrown world
champion. Hed started fighting as a teenager. By the time Ezzard wandered into Davis’
Gym, Miller had already fought all over the world and won and lost the title. In four more
years hed be retired.

You didn’t slink into the gym of a world champion fighter looking like Charles did
and expect attention. The guys there had never seen a less likely fighter than Ezzard, what
with his fine manners and spindly arms and legs. He spoke so softly they had a hard time
hearing him. He looked more like a street urchin than a would-be prizefighter, and there
were too many kids around who had what it took to be real fighters. Davis’ gym was filled
with pros and with tough kids from all over the West End who you knew could fight just
as soon as you looked at them; rough kids, kids who were dirt poor, like Ezzard was, but
who had used all the pain and hunger of poverty to make themselves into little men who
as soon as they walked in the door seemed to know their way around a ring because they
had fought on the streets every day of their lives.

Some of them had scars already—scars around the eyes or on the cheek or chin, or
on their little fists. That wasn’t Ezzard. He was small, soft. They told him to pick another
sport; the fight game was too rough for kids like him. As he left the way he came in, they
figured theyd done him a favor, saving him from a lot of beatings or worse.

They turned back to their very important work of training kids no one would ever
hear of, who would toil as pugs here and there and take their lickings and then be swallowed
up in the slums long before any crowd could cheer them or see their names in a newspaper.
Some good fighters came out of the West End gyms in those years—Wallace “Bud” Smith,
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George Costner, and a few others, but never any like Ezzard Charles. The fighting business
gobbled kids up and spit them out, but the West End did it just as well.

But there were plenty of other gyms on the West End, and one of Ezzard’s friends,
Gene Howell, an amateur boxer himself, took Ezzard to Fred Batche’s gym on Pleasant
Street. Howell introduced Charles to a diminutive Welshman and World War I veteran
named Bert Williams, who had been a fixture in the Cincinnati fight scene for years. If you
were involved in the fight business in Cincinnati you knew Bert Williams and Bert Williams
knew you. And you knew he was in the room before you could see him; he spoke in a heavy
Welsh accent and with severe authority. Hed been training Howell and three other amateurs
for several months when Howell introduced him to Ezzard, who told Williams simply that
he wanted “to be a fighter, like Joe Louis™® Williams looked him up and down and frowned,
the way a cattle farmer might observe a three-legged calf.

He saw a “skinny, undernourished kid who can barely stand, let alone box™" But the
kid seemed earnest. And when Williams told Ezzard to show him how he punched and
how he stood when he was going to fight, he could see the kid knew what he was doing,
even though he had never been inside a real gym or gotten real instruction. So Williams
worked Ezzard out. “He seemed to have plenty,” he said later. “It was in his heart to be a
fighter. I worked him out two or three times and saw the kid had guts”"> On the fourth
day Ezzard was there, right on time. And the next day after that, too, and the next. And
after five or six days Williams decided to put the kid in the ring with one of his experienced
kids, a boy named Sam Rutledge, just to see what he had, how he reacted to getting hit.
He knew it was early, but he felt that Charles had something and wanted to see how
much.

Like any new kid, Ezzard took a bad beating. Rutledge knocked him all over the ring,
flooring him several times.”” Most new kids disappeared after taking a beating like that.
Williams would never see them again unless he passed them on the street. When Charles
left that afternoon Williams wasn’t sure if hed be back. The next day, there he was, right
on time. He sparred again with Rutledge and again got knocked down and beaten up, but
he kept showing up, day after day.

A couple months later the building owner banned amateurs from the gym, and
Williams took his small stable down to Race AC Boxing Club, which was run by Bob Bonner
and Earl Butler, a couple of local fight guys. Around this time, Williams and his wife started
getting closer to Charles and his family. They bought him some decent clothes to wear to
school, and Mrs. Williams, whod been a nurse in World War I, cooked dinners for Ezzard’s
grandmother.™

After a couple months at the new gym and some more beatings from Rutledge,
Williams made a match for Charles against a boy named Al Jackson at an American Legion
show in Newport. It was an important step: though Ezzard had been showing steady
improvement in the gym, nothing mattered if he didn’t show something in an actual match.
Williams had to make sure Charles wasn’t going to be a “gym fighter”—a guy who could
fight like hell in the gym and then somehow lose it all when the lights came on in the arena
and he had to do it for real, in front of paying customers. In the game theyd say a guy
“froze” in the ring, just stiffened up. Williams had seen it a few times; every trainer had.
In his mind it was a case of nerves. Some guys just couldn’t handle the pressure of being
in a real bout, and when that happened they forgot everything they had learned. You
couldn’t blame them. Being in the boxing ring was the closest you could come during
peacetime to being in a foxhole, and Williams had seen plenty of strong men break down
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and cry like babies in a foxhole. Who could blame a kid for freezing up doing something
so unnatural as prizefighting?

To be a good boxer you had to train yourself to ignore all of your instincts for self-
preservation: to move inside of a punch rather than straight away from it; to keep your
chin down instead of lifting it up for better vision; to throw short, straight punches rather
than wide, looping ones; to breathe through your nose rather than with your mouth wide
open, gasping for precious air. Everything that came naturally to a boy during a street fight
was death to a boxer, and the best ones learned right away to control their deepest instincts.
Even if he understood what made some boys gym fighters, Williams had no time to waste
on them. He wasn’t getting any younger. If a boy was the type to freeze up in a fight, he
wanted to know early so he would not waste too much time on him. This kid Charles didn’t
look like the type, but hed know soon enough. Al Jackson would show him.

At the opening bell Jackson and Charles rushed one another and started flailing, as
inexperienced fighters do. Jackson’s punches were a little straighter and a little harder and
they landed first. Right away Charles was in trouble. He backed up to get away, and Jackson
chased after him, throwing punches. A hard right hand landed on the jaw and for a second
Charles went to sleep.

He woke up when his rump hit the canvas, for the first time in that strange world that
all fighters come to know eventually—where you can see the ringsiders cheering but can’t
hear them, where you see the referee’s face up close to yours but it’s behind a blanket of
fog and you can tell he’s saying something but don’t understand the language. Maybe you
hear the ocean. The instincts you were born with, the ones whose job it is to keep you alive,
tell you to lie down, stay where you are, you’ll be fine as long as you stay where you are.
Let the fight go. You don’t need it.

This wasn’t the way it had felt when Rutledge beat up Charles in the gym. In the gym
you wore the big gloves and the headgear. There was constant noise and you could hear
everything and see it and smell it and taste the blood in your mouth. When punches landed
they hurt. It was real. This was different, like a dream. Ezzard neither saw nor felt the punch
that floored him. All he knew was that he was down. And instinct told him: “It’s okay. Let
it go”

There was a place in Charles that wanted to submit to that instinct, to go back to sleep,
to be safe. But hed trained his body and mind to act like a fighter’s, so he shook himself
out of that world, peaceful as it was, to the real one, where he was sitting on a filthy, blood-
stained canvas in a smoke-filled American Legion Hall with the referee counting over him.
His left jaw ached where Jackson’s right fist had landed, and over the cheers of the crowd
he could hear Williams screaming instructions from outside the ropes. He felt like he might
throw up but struggled up, made it to the end of the round. At the start of the second he
tore into Al Jackson like no one’s business and stopped him in the third."” Williams had his
answer. The kid was all fighter.

This is what people never understood about fighters, even the very young ones: that
a quiet young kid with nice manners who ran from fights in the street could, in the right
circumstance, swallow all his fear and shame and stand up for himself like he mattered.
The ring was the one place in the world where he could let himself be brave and where he
could go bad for a while.

The kids who fought in the street and got into trouble were almost never any good
with the gloves on, because they let all the bad stuff out there in the open. They burned it
up. They wasted it. They didn’t hold any of it in. Charles held it in. He never swore or
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cussed like the other boys did and he almost never got mad; even when he did, he didn’t
fight, even when it would have been easier to drop his books and ball his fists.

One day he saw an older kid punch one of his good friends right in the eye. The boy
moaned and began to cry, helpless and defeated, cowering. As Charles walked away, he
told another friend he was mad enough to fight that day.! If you knew him, you could see
it in his face. He wanted to. But he didn’t. He put his head down. He held it in. In the ring,
he found a place to let it go.
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No CHEAP AMBITION

Williams was hell-bent on making Charles a great prizefighter. He taught the kid every-
thing he knew, which was a lot, and he didn’t make another match for him after the
Jackson fight for a good six or seven months. He wanted to give Ezzard a lot of gym time and
really work with him. By the seventh month Charles had improved so much that he was knock-
ing poor Sam Rutledge all over the ring and wreaking such havoc with other sparring partners
that Bonner, one of the gym’s owners, wanted Williams to turn him pro. He had the perfect
style: aggressive, fast-handed, as fearless in the ring as you could want, and he could crack
with both hands, especially the left. Still, Williams knew turning Charles pro with so little
experience was crazy. He might have something here in this kid, and it would have to be devel-
oped and nurtured. So many kids got ruined in the ring because they were thrown into
fights before they were ready. Williams wasn’t going to let that happen to Charles, especially
after all the time he had spent on him. He wouldn't be rushed. Bonner and Williams argued
about it, and Williams, often a hothead and especially when he was right, again found him-
self without a gym for his budding star. Then he and Charles caught a break.

The Cincinnati Post announced it would sponsor the first Cincinnati Golden Gloves
tournament, and set up a boxing gym at Fifth and Plum streets. Williams took Charles and
his other fighters there and signed them up for the tournament. By this time it was late
1937 and Joe Louis was the world heavyweight champion, having beaten Jimmy Braddock
for the title in June. Louis was all Ezzard could talk about, and Williams used Ezzard’s
obsession with Louis to keep him focused. He told Charles he “could be a fighter like Louis”
if he “stayed away from bad influences.”

So that’s what Charles did. He lived a fighter’s life: No staying out late. Run every day.
Williams couldn’t have asked for a better pupil. “It was in his heart to be a fighter. He was
a wonderful boy to handle. Did everything I told him. All he wanted was gym, gym, gym,”
he said. Indeed, as he progressed, Ezzard asked all the older men in the game what he had
to do to be great fighter, and they all said the same thing: If you want to be a fighter you've
got to eat it and sleep it. Square that he was, Ezzard believed every word. Most nights
Williams had to kick him out of the gym.?

Years later when it all had gone to hell and the ride was long over, a man asked Charles
what had driven him in the early years; where he had found what he needed to become
what he had become. Charles, a middle-aged man then with the sad self-awareness that
comes with years, told him, “It was not a cheap ambition, wanting to become the champ.
To be the greatest, the best, was my dream.”* A kid doesn’t know that. He just does it.

All Ezzard’s hard work paid off over the coming months. Williams fought Ezzard in
smokers and small tournaments all over Ohio, and in fight after fight in American Legion
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halls and church basements and school auditoriums little Ezzard Charles did nothing but
win. Williams had been training slum kids to be fighters for a long time, and he was good
at what he did. He was careful not to overmatch Ezzard with someone who was too expe-
rienced for him, but he didn’t put him in with kids he could easily bowl over, either.

There was an art and a science to bringing a kid along right and transforming him
from a street fighter—or, in Ezzard’s case, a backyard fighter—into a prizefighter. Rush him
and a bad beating could ruin him. Match him too soft and he develops bad habits and
never learns to dig deep within himself, which he surely will have to do sooner or later.
Matchmaking was a tricky business, and if you weren’t careful or smart you could get your
kid hurt. Lucky for Charles, Williams was both. He knew all the other trainers, knew when
one was lying about how many fights his kid had had and what kind of shape he was in.

There was a sense of brotherhood among the West End trainers, as there is among all
men in boxing, and one of the tenets of the brotherhood is that it is understood that everyone
lies all the time. That’s part of the business; you get an advantage for your kid where you can.
Williams understood that part of it and was good at it. With Ezzard he was like a trainer
of a potentially great race horse, with just the right balance between carrot and stick.

Charles did his part by having just the right combination of tenacity and sense of self-
preservation, with emphasis on the former. He was a dynamo, throwing hard, fast punches
from bell to bell. And you couldn’t discourage him. It was as though he were fighting for
his next meal. When a kid has that kind of hunger and a good teacher and the talent and
physical equipment, he is hard to beat indeed. And no one did beat Charles, not that anyone
could remember, anyway. Not in forty-two straight fights over the next two years, according
to Williams.

Williams soon had Charles winning every tournament he entered, including the 1937
Diamond Belt and Ohio AAU welterweight championships and the 1938 Diamond Belt, state
AAU and Golden Gloves welterweight championships. The following year was even better.
He claimed the Diamond Belt middleweight championship; the Golden Gloves middleweight
championship, beating Pete Hantz in the finals; the Ohio AAU title; and then, finally, the
National AAU middleweight championship, beating Bradley Lewis, James Toney and then
Leroy Bolden in the finals.” Nobody could remember the last time theyd seen a kid like Charles.

Years later, when Charles abandoned Williams, like all successful fighters abandon
their first trainers, and Williams was understandably bitter, he changed his mind about
Ezzard’s having been an undefeated amateur and claimed hed been beaten at least six times,
naming Charlie Morris and Johnny Castro as two Cincinnati boys whod whipped him.¢
And in 1950, Artie Dorell, husband of that year’s “Mrs. Texas,” told a reporter at a beauty
pageant in Asbury Park, New Jersey, that he had beaten Charles in the 1938 Golden Gloves.”

Maybe nobody licked Charles in the amateurs. Maybe a couple did. It didn't matter
either way. To a kid from the slums like Charles, trophies and medals by themselves didn’t
mean all that much after a while. The amateurs was merely a training ground to prepare
him for a professional career where his trophies and medals would be apartment buildings,
suits, nice cars, beautiful women, a full stomach, and a life without struggle. That’s what
he thought, anyway.

When he wasn’t in the gym or stockpiling trophies, Charles was living the life of a
1930s West End teenager. His closest friend in the world was a neighborhood kid named
Richard Christmas, who he had met when they were on opposing baseball teams. Charles,
with his broad shoulders and athletic build, hurled a wicked fastball. It was the only sport
he played, outside boxing. He and Christmas, who was a year younger, forged a friendship
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that lasted for decades, until one of them died long before he should have. But that was
later.

In 1930s Cincinnati, Charles worked when he wasn’t at school or at the gym or doing
chores. He washed cars. He washed windows. He got a part-time job as a porter down at
Max Elkus’ clothing store on Central Avenue, and on the slow days there hed run up and
down the stairs to strengthen his legs. He saved his money. He passed all of his classes at
Harriet Beecher Stowe—though math was a close call—and moved on to Woodward High
School, having been absent just five times in his three years at Beecher.

While there he gained a reputation as a good kid, an honest one who wasn’t going to
set the world on fire with his brain, but who was humble, honorable, hard-working and all
the other things you wanted your kid to be when you sent him off into the world. His
grandmothers had done a good job with him. His teachers never saw him as dumb, but
rather as one who already had his sights set and didn’t have to take school seriously. Ezzard
knew where he was headed and how he was going to get there, and he didn’t need algebra
to help him. He did what he had to do to pass his classes and please his grandmothers, and
not much more.

While Charles was being a square and winning fight after fight, important people on
the West End began to take an interest in his achievements. Sam Becker, a local promoter
and manager who operated a clothing store at Eighth and Vine streets along with his brother
Benny, promoted the smokers Ezzard fought in and knew he wanted to be around Charles
when the time came to turn pro. Max Elkus was in the mix too. Owning a clothing store
was good and stable, but he thought it might be fun to manage a prizefighter.

Whenever Ezzard fought, they were there. Some guys from out of town, maybe as far
away as New York, would come down and hang around Charles, too, when he was in the
gym or at a fight. The closer Charles came to going pro, the more attention he got. Some
folks in town who cared about Ezzard didn't like it. They'd heard that the boxing business
was lousy with crooks and gangsters. A nice boy like Ezzard would be better off working
his whole life in Elkus’ clothing store, no matter how much money he could make fighting.
Boxing other boys for trophies and medals was one thing. Beating on another man for
money was a whole different thing, and it was no place for a nice, church-going young man
like Ezzard Mack Charles.

There was something to be said for that. The pro boxing business was nothing like
the amateurs. There was money at stake—big money. Hundreds of thousands of dollars
sometimes, the kind of money that can save a man and ruin him at the same time—the
kind of money men will do anything for.

The crooks and gamblers always had their fingers in the game. It had always been that
way. Gamblers, hustlers, drunks, whores, killers; they all felt at home in the fight business
because they were among their own and because nobody was there to stop them. But their
reach was limited. There had always been fixed fights, but it wasn’t until the do-gooders
and the religious nuts and the politicians outlawed alcohol in the 1920s that the mob in
America began to move on the fight game. Theyd gotten rich making and moving booze
and rightly saw the fight business as the next big score, the next business ripe for a take-
over.

So thugs like Arnold Rothstein and Al Capone, who wore pinstripe suits and didn’t
know a left hook from a right cross but had connections, started calling the shots. You
couldn’t touch them. If you wanted proof all you had to do was look at that big stiff from
Italy, Primo Carnera. They took him all the way from circus strongman to world heavy-
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weight champion, fixing fight after fight, and when they finally decided they were done
with him, when he couldn’t make them another penny, they left him broke and broken.
There wasn’t a more pathetic sight in the world than “Da Preem,” punchy and sad, flopping
around in wrestling tights to try to pay the bills.

This was the business, and by the early 1940s the guy running it from behind a curtain
of extortion, violence and dirty money was Frankie Carbo, a New York City Mafia soldier
in the Lucchese crime family and a hitman for the so-called Murder Incorporated, the
enforcement arm of New YorKk’s organized crime racket. By the late 1930s hed been charged
with at least eight murders, but he was so well connected and protected that he kept walking.
He got into the boxing racket because it was a perfect fit and because there wasn't the
money in bootlegging and murder that there used to be.

If Carbo was boxing’s unofficial commissioner, which is how a lot of guys referred to
him, then Frank “Blinky” Palermo was his deputy. Palermo ran the biggest numbers game
in Philadelphia and was a high-ranking soldier in the Philly mob. His close ties with Carbo
gave him enormous power in the fight game, and between the two of them they pulled all
the levers and made all the big decisions. Most of the time when you saw a guy listed as a
fighter’s manager he was just a front man for a mobbed-up guy that reported up to one of
them. Carbo kept his name out of the papers, but Palermo got so bold that he listed his
own name as the manager of record for a bunch of guys.

A fighter didn’t have to get in bed with the mob if he didn’t want to. He had a choice.
Did he want a shot at the title? Did he want to fight in the Garden or at the big ballparks?
Did he want to make money? Did he want to get decisions when he deserved them, and
sometimes when he didn’t? If he wanted those things, then his manager got into the Man-
ager’s Guild, which meant hed signed a piece of the kid over to a “silent partner” or two
or three, and they were always mobbed-up guys. Whenever the kid fought, the partners
would get some off the top. Any time after that when a promoter or a paper said a fighter’s
purse would be, say, $5,000, you knew that was before all the “partners”—legitimate and
otherwise—took their cuts. The fighter was lucky to go home with a quarter of that.

If the partners wanted a favor every once in a while, say when the kid was a big betting
favorite, maybe they asked him to sit down in the fourth round or forget how to fight. It
was only right, after all they had done for him. You scratch our back, we’ll scratch yours,
and everyone goes home happy. So sure they fixed some fights, but most of the time they
didn’t have to. Everyone had paper on somebody. You don’t have to persuade a kid to lose
when you own the kid in the other corner, too. You make out either way. So long as he
fights who you tell him to and when you tell him to, you can’t lose. It was almost too easy.

Some fighters refused to play along, wanted to do it clean and the right way. Everyone
knew who they were—they were the guys getting old waiting for a title shot. They were the
guys always getting ripped off by the judges and fighting in little dives in front of a couple
hundred drunks when they were good enough to fight main events at the Garden. Sure,
there were a few guys who were big enough stars that they could tell the mob “no thanks”
and it didn’t matter. Joe Louis. Ray Robinson. But most everyone else had to play the game.
Sooner or later the manager had to make the call and drop off the cash. There was no other
way to open the door.

It wasn’t only the managers in bed with the mobsters. Most of the writers were on the
take, too. Every manager whod been around the block knew that after his kid fought at the
Garden he had to take an envelope, scribble a writer’s name on it, slip in some cash and
drop it off at Jack Dempsey’s Restaurant or across the street at the Forrest Hotel, or at the
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Kit Kat Club, or Toots Shor’s joint, or the Cotton Club—wherever the writers were hanging
out that night, telling their lies and drinking their whiskey. That’s how you got your kid a
fair write-up in the papers the next day.

This was the world Ezzard Charles, high school student, entered into when he turned
pro in early 1940, stopping Melody Johnson in the fourth round in Middletown. His purse
was $5. Charles was just a teenager but he fought like a man, winning ten times in his first
year as a pro, six of them by knockout and most of them right there in town at Music Hall
Arena. He won five more the following year, 1941, when Williams got a chance to put him
in with Ken Overlin at home in Cincinnati in June. It was the kind of fight a manager loved
to get for his kid in those days, when you could lose a fight and it wasn’t the end of the
world. Just a month earlier Overlin, who The Ring magazine ranked second in the world
at middleweight, had lost the New York version of the world middleweight title in an out-
rageous and almost certainly mob-influenced decision against Billy Soose—his second
points loss to Soose.

Despite his age (32) and his mileage (147 fights), Overlin was far from washed up. It
was true hed been a playboy all his life and was known for partying as much as for boxing,
but he had held the two together well and was still one of the best pure boxers and coun-
terpunchers in the division. And he couldn’t punch worth a lick. From Williams’ perspective
that was the beauty of taking the fight, and all he had to give up was a little piece of Charles’
next few fights to Chris Dundee, Overlin’s manager, which he gladly did.

Overlin had so much more experience than Charles did that he was expected to win.
If it turned out that way, and even if he gave Charles a thorough going-over, it wouldn’t
ruin him because Overlin couldn’t break an egg. And if Charles managed to pull out a win?
Well, that would be a hell of notch in his belt, a kid barely out of his diapers, beating the
former world champ. Plus, like a lot of guys, Overlin was a connected fighter and everyone
knew it. If Charles could whip him it would mean a lot.

It didn’t happen. Everything that Charles had going for him—his youth, his strength,
his speed, his hunger—wasn’'t enough to overcome what Overlin had, which was experience.
There would come a time when Charles was the experienced one, and he would use it to
beat kids who were faster, stronger and hungrier. There was no substitute for the smarts
and confidence great experience could give an old prizefighter. Overlin took his time, letting
Charles make all the mistakes young fighters make, letting him burn out so that by the end
he was wobbling all over the ring. And right there in Charles’ hometown, the judges gave
Overlin the win, just as they should have.

Williams put Charles back in at the Parkway Arena a month later and then again a
couple months after that. Two more wins against nobodies got Charles ready for Teddy
Yarosz, another older guy like Overlin. Born in Pittsburgh, Yarosz too had held the New
York version of the middleweight title before losing it to Babe Risko seven years earlier.
Yarosz was closer to the end than Overlin was, even though he was a year younger, and he
had fought everyone. Hed whipped Overlin and Solly Krieger, lost a couple close ones to
Billy Conn, then beat Conn, and then whipped a young phenom named Archie Moore.

Like Overlin, he wasn’t a big puncher and hoped his edge in experience—hed logged
125 fights over 11 years—would get him through against Charles. It didn’t. In front of 3,500
fans at Music Hall Arena, Charles decked Yarosz in the first round with a left hook. The
memory of it kept Yarosz on the defense the rest of the night, leading to a points win for
Charles. Yarosz fought just once more, then retired.

Charles was just getting started. With a win in his pocket over a respected former
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champion, Williams took a fight against another veteran, Anton Christoforidis, who had
briefly held the National Boxing Association light heavyweight title before losing it to Gus
Lesnevich. (The NBA had stripped Conn of the title after Conn abandoned the light heavy-
weight division for stardom at heavyweight.)

Christoforidis wasn't as experienced as were Overlin and Yarosz, but with sixty-three
fights on his ledger he knew what he was doing in a prize ring. Like Overlin and Yarosz he
was not a big puncher, but wore down opponents with skills and a high punch output.
Moreover, he had something left in the tank, even at thirty-four years old; hed won two in
a row since losing the championship against Lesnevich and saw the Charles fight as an
opportunity to get another title shot.

For this fight Williams wanted to get Charles some sparring he could only find in New
York, so he told Charles to go home and get his grandmother’s permission to go to the big
city. It took some convincing, but Maude relented, under one condition: that Charles’ friend
Richard Christmas, who she saw correctly as a bright, responsible neighborhood boy, go
with Charles and keep him out of trouble. That was an easy sell—they were together all
the time anyway.

Not much later Christmas took on the job formally as Charles’ personal secretary and
was ringside for about every fight Charles had, until all the fight had just about run out of
him. But that was years later. In January 1942 they were young, strong and fearless and
were headed to New York to give Anton Christoforidis an ass-whipping.

And that’s what happened. Charles, a 6-5 underdog, jumped on poor Anton, The
Ring’s fifth-ranked light heavyweight contender, and pounded him relentlessly. He dropped
Christoforidis twice in the third round for counts of six, then knocked him through the
ropes. Two more knockdowns followed before referee Pat Daley stopped it. Overlin, who
was in the audience, told promoter Benny Becker that hed be happy to come back to Cincin-
nati to give Charles a chance to avenge his only loss.®

On the surface, it looked like everything was going great. Charles was winning, he
was starting to make decent money, and word about his potential was getting all the way
to New York, which is where every fighter wanted to be. The Ring ranked him second at
middleweight. And the day after stopping Christoforidis, Charles was back in Cincinnati,
washing windows at Elkus’ clothing store.

Bert Williams should have been thrilled. Instead he was panicking. He was about to
lose the best fighter he had ever had and ever would have. When a young kid makes as
much noise as Charles did in the ring, everyone wants to be a part of the show; everyone
wants a piece of him and the guy who brought him there just wants to hold onto him.
Williams had to know in the beginning that keeping Charles would be hard. But he and
his wife had done a lot for Charles—enough, Williams, hoped, to keep the kid loyal. Hed
brought the kid along from nothing, when he was 130 pounds and wearing the same rags
day in and day out. Why shouldn’t he make some money when Charles finally hit it big?
Didn’t he deserve it?

The problem was other people had done things for Charles too, and they wanted to
get in on the ground floor. The first one to start making overtures was Max Elkus, who
owned the clothing store Charles worked in after school. He and his son Gene had gotten
close to Charles and his family. In fact, Charles felt so indebted to the Elkus family that
even after he was making a lot of noise as a pro, hed go back to the store when they were
busy over the holidays and get behind the counter. Elku