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PENGUIN BOOKS

NIGHT TRAIN

‘Dazzling, unforgiving … Tosches and Liston smash their way through fights, beaten men and dark places … Tosches understood the large heart and vicious ways of Liston and together they take an unforgettable journey’ Steve Bunce, author of Bunce’s Big Fat Short History of British Boxing

‘A fantastic book about a life that started in darkness and continued to go deeper into the darkness until the only light was death. Nick Tosches is an extraordinary writer’ Hubert Selby Jr, author of Requiem for a Dream

‘Brash and astute … Tosches gets in the ring and slugs it out from the first bell as if he were the twin reincarnation of John L. Sullivan and Jack Dempsey. He picks the dirtiest, ugliest, saddest man the fight game has thrown up in a hundred years and rides the story all the way to the grave’ Observer

‘Tosches has a talent for getting inside the skin of men and drawing out meaty stories from the denizens of shadowy worlds … He gives us a bigger story than that of Sonny Liston, placing him in the context of his time, the corrupt world of boxing in the 1950s and the racial landscape of America … Hard, tough writing suited to a hard, tough subject’ The New York Times Book Review

‘The fullest portrait yet of this troubled man. Told in the spare, muscular prose Tosches is known for, Liston’s story is the tale of a man who, as one acquaintance noted, “died on the day he was born”’ Esquire

‘Tosches is a remarkable reporter … While Liston demolishes opponents with the brutality of his blows, Tosches goes down the mean streets of professional boxing, ventures into the shadowy corners of mob dealings and dares to reveal the fixed fights … There’s a great story here’ Salon

‘A hyper-noir meditation on the devil and his relationship to Sonny Liston … Tosches has attitude to spare, agile and sublime, smooth and cool … A captivating, tragic tale’ Austin Chronicle

‘Crackling and unmissable … A warped fairy tale and a dark murder mystery’ Maxim

‘A profound voyage into the twisted psyche of a sportsman … Brings you face to face with a hard life and ugly death’ FHM

‘Exhaustive … As clear a picture as we’re likely to get of this enigmatic subject’ Wall Street Journal



TO A BENCH IN THE OLD NEIGHBORHOOD,
AND TO A STAR THAT OVER IT SHONE
IN THE HEAT OF THE SUMMER NIGHT




This is a song

for the one who is doomed,

a blow to the heart that breaks the mind.

—ÆSCHYLUS
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FROM NOTHING





The corpse was rolled over and lay face down on the metal slab. It was then that the coroner saw them: the copper-colored whipping welts, old and faint, like one might imagine to have been those of a driven slave.

To say that Charles Liston had been a slave would be to render cheap metaphor of the life of a man. And yet those scars on his back were as nothing to deeper scars, the kind that no coroner could ever see, scars of a darkness far less imaginable than those from any lash. Charles Liston, the most formidable of men, the most unconquerable of heavyweight boxers, had been enslaved by the forces of that darkness: enslaved, conquered, and killed by them.

Born with dead man’s eyes, he had passed from the darkness of those scars on his back to the darkness of the criminal underworld, to a darkness beyond, a darkness whose final form was the last thing his eyes ever saw.

I remember the figure of Sonny Liston from my boyhood: distant, ominous, enigmatic, alluring. It now strikes me as odd — looking back at that boyhood — that a black man could have fascinated me so. In 1962, the year that Sonny won the heavyweight title, I was in the eighth grade of P.S. 24 in Jersey City. The school was predominantly black, and intramural racial conflict was the foremost extracurricular activity. There were skirmishes every day, full-blown gang fights every Friday afternoon: black against white, white against black. The mutual hostility had always been there, but in the fall, winter, and spring of 1962–3, the brew of that hostility boiled over. Friendship between black and white was driven underground, or ended. The punishment for consorting with the enemy was to be beaten, damned, persecuted, and ostracized, not only by one’s own kind but by the enemy’s kind as well. To black and white alike, such behavior was contra naturam, an assault and a crime against all that was as it should be.

At this same time, LeRoi Jones was writing a novel about the evil spirit of those days. In The System of Dante’s Hell, published in 1965, it was as if Jones, setting out to exorcise evil, was overtaken by it, and his book emerged as one of the most powerful and beautiful expressions of blind hatred and its wages since the Pentateuch. The hell he chose in which to set his story was the city of Newark, where he had his roots, and where I was born and partly raised. I must have read the paperback in 1966, and I was in Newark in the summer of 1967 — the Summer of Love, those hippie assholes called it — when the riots flared. For me, it was like the force of Jones’s vision erupting from the underworld regions through the streets. I loved it. It had nothing to do with black and white, it merely was: an emanation of all that destroys us from within, wild and deadly and beyond the lie of law. I remember the old Jewish shopkeepers fleeing, painting the words SOUL BROTHER on their storefront windows, in the vain hope that their enterprise would be perceived as black and therefore spared.

But no one, black or white, was spared. There was much talk about “black rage” — a catch phrase that was brought to us by the same mass merchants who brought us “summer of love” — and blacks themselves bought into it, for the black is no less a fool than the white and will cling to any rationalization that masks or justifies, however fatuously, the part of our nature that seems to belie our humanity: the part of our nature that, in our vanity and denial, we have come to call inhuman, a word that has barely changed since the Latin inhumanus of the ancient Romans, whose empire was built upon slavery.

As I remember those old Jewish shopkeepers hurriedly painting their windows, so I remember the self-proclaimed black radicals, like Jones, having their dashikis made by those same old Jewish tailors. It was as close to Africa as they had ever been, the corner of Broad and Market in downtown Newark. A little old Jewish tailor stitching raiments of polyester pride for a bunch of guys who were suddenly talking about slavery as if it were a personal experience and about Africa as if it was their true home. It was a minstrelsy skit of a new age: the angry young Afro-American and his tailor.

LeRoi Jones, 1964: “Sonny Liston was the big black Negro in every white man’s hallway, waiting to do him in, deal him under.” Liston, wrote Jones, was “the bad nigger,” the “heavy-faced replica of every whipped-up woogie in the world.”

But nobody ever saw Sonny Liston in a fucking dashiki. Sonny Liston knew — you could see it in those dead man’s eyes — that there was no black and white; there was only that hallway: your hallway, my hallway, Jones’s hallway, the unlighted hallway of the world.

I think now that my boyhood fascination with Sonny Liston had to do with his being as feared and hated by blacks as by whites. He was the ultimate outlaw. Man, those narrow-lapelled sharkskin suits, that felling left and that slaughterhouse right, and that scowl: his badness transcended race.

As years passed, the more I learned of boxing, and the more fighters I saw fight, the more I knew that there was no other fighter like Sonny Liston. There never had been, and there never would be. And the more I lived and learned of other things, the more I began to feel that the secret history of Sonny Liston would reveal one of the greatest Mob tales ever told, a tale that ended in a murder mystery whose solution seemed to be lost forever, as gone as that night when Sonny’s dead man’s eyes went dead for good. I did not know that it would also reveal the forces of another, unexplored darkness, an underworld unto itself. And I did not know, above all, that it would reveal a soul that, even amid the darkness in which it dwelt, eluded all concepts of good and evil, of right and wrong, of light and dark themselves.



A guy who knew Sonny once said, “I think he died the day he was born.” Nobody, not even Sonny, knew exactly when that day was, or where he was born. Only he and the men who killed him knew the date of his death. His life began and ended in a blur.

A wind through the savanna, a rustling through scrub, through big trees’ shadows never to be seen again; the eye of one’s own kind more terrible than the eye of the leopard cat.

The Oyo enslaved the Oyo and the Dahomey, and in their freedom the Dahomey enslaved the Dahomey and the Oyo and the Ashanti, and in their time of might the Ashanti enslaved the Ashanti and the Oyo and the Dahomey and all men of free-born ancestry.

When the leopard drenched the grass and dirt with the blood of one’s life, one’s soul returned to the spirit of the river of his father. But to be wrenched from the land was to lose all ancestral power. It was to be forsaken by all that was immanent in the places of that power, and it was to know that, upon death in a strange land, the soul would never return to the river of its kind. To know these things was to know fear and was to bear in life the fate of the soul in death, which was that of an ended sigh. If it was true that evil dwelt in the branches of the odum tree, then it must be from the souls of man that the roots of the odum drank.

Those who were taken downriver to the sea by their own kind knew this. It was a knowledge that reverberated like the thunder of Shango. The gods had been vanquished by powder and guns. No man was free.

The sea was the color of the odum tree’s leaves. The color of the leaves of Mississippi was the same.

The state of Mississippi was carved from the Mississippi Territory, which also included Alabama, in 1817. Thirteen years later, the Choctaw who lived there were dispossessed of their land through the 1830 Treaty of Dancing Rabbit, which opened much of Mississippi to white settlers. Most of the Choctaw were relocated in Indian Territory, land the government reserved for them in what was to become, in 1907, the state of Oklahoma. Their chief, however — Greenwood Leflore — stayed behind, acquired much land, much wealth, and many slaves. He is known to have bought a hundred slaves on one day alone in the spring of 1839, and in 1850 his real estate was valued at $80,000. He lived and died on a 15,000-acre estate called Malmaison — “Evil House” in the tongue of his French-Canadian father. He was not alone among the Choctaw in owning slaves. In the Civil War, it was for the Confederacy that the Choctaw nation fought.

Choctaw County, Mississippi, formed in 1833 from the ceded Choctaw lands, lay between the rich alluvial brown-leaf loam and loess of the Yazoo-Mississippi Basin and the flatwoods of Oktibbeha County to the east. It was a land of short-leaf pine, of few souls and infinite shadows amid dark blue-green foliage.

Sonny Liston’s ancestry was a haunted whisper through the savanna, a hainted whisper through those pines.

The name of Liston, which represents English, Scottish, and Irish bloodlines, is ultimately of Norman origin, and it is believed that the first Liston to leave Normandy for England came with William the Conqueror, the first Norman king of England, in the invasion of 1066. This progenitor settled in the Essex lowlands, where to this day the parish of Liston and, within that parish, lands designated Liston Manor commemorate the Listons’ presence as a knightly family.

In the twelfth century, in one of the early invasions of Scotland, some Listons settled in the East Lothian region of that country. (Centuries later, the first minister from Great Britain to the United States after the British acknowledgment of American independence was Sir Robert Liston, who died in Edinburgh, the administrative center of the Lothian region, in 1836, in his ninety-fourth year.)

It was later in the twelfth century, in 1171, that a Liston accompanied Henry II to Ireland and was granted land in Limerick, the richest agricultural area in the country’s south. The Listons held the land for almost five centuries, until 1655, when the subjugator Oliver Cromwell confiscated it and gave it to the Bishop of Limerick. The Listons dispersed then to the various outlying townships and beyond. By 1665, there were Listons in America.

Martin Liston was born in Virginia in December 1798. He moved to Georgia, where he married Caroline Elmira Tranum, who was born there in 1813 and who there gave birth to a son, Henry, in 1837. From Georgia, the Listons moved to Mississippi.

The western division of Choctaw County, where the Listons settled, became Township 17, Range 7, of Choctaw County, in the area that in 1870 came to be known as Poplar Creek.

But back then, when Martin Liston was drawn to the rich soil south of the Big Black River and east of the Mississippi flood-plain, it was a place without a name, a land of hills and open meadows, wild piney woodlands, and swamp overgrown with cane; a land of panthers, bear, wolves, and deer. The Big Black flowed as clear as springwater in those days, and there were no towns. The future Montgomery County seat and self-styled “crossroads of North Mississippi,” the town of Winona, on the “yan” side — that is to say, north — of the Big Black, would not be incorporated until 1861; Poplar Creek not until 1870; and Kilmichael, an outgrowth of one of the region’s earliest settlements, also on the yan side of the Big Black, not until 1890. These were the places, unnamed and then named, that circumscribed all that branch of the Liston family.

Martin Liston was one of the founding members of the Bethel Methodist Church, established in the 1840s about seven miles southeast of what was to become Kilmichael. He was also one of the founders of Biddle School, organized twenty years later, about two miles east of Bethel Church.

Caroline Liston bore six children in Mississippi: Robert, William, H.J., Susan Emmaline Amelia, Fanny, and Martin Liston, Jr. The son known as H.J., barely thirteen, died in the fall of 1870.

The oldest of them, Robert C. Liston, was born in October of 1845. In 1878, he married a twenty-six-year-old Poplar Creek girl named Eudora Wilson. They brought into the world six children who died at birth, in infancy, or in youth. But others survived beyond childhood: Verdie, Wiley, Alma, Edith, Willie, Renfro.

Martin Liston died, age seventy, in the spring of 1869. His wife, Caroline, died, age seventy-four, in the last cold days of 1887. Their son Robert C. Liston died in the spring of 1913, five years after the death of his wife, Eudora. Robert C. Liston’s son Wiley, born in 1882, came to own much of the land around Bethel Cemetery in Poplar Creek, and was a member of the Masonic lodge there; Robert C. Liston’s son Willie, born in 1890, was appointed postmaster of Kilmichael in 1935 and was also a member of the Masonic lodge there. He and his wife, Hester Loraynne Jordan, had five children. One of them, William Harry Liston, Jr., born in 1931, co-founded the Winona law firm of Liston-Lancaster and is today the eldest member of the only family to bear the Liston name in Montgomery County.

Bill Liston remembered his father telling him what he had been told of those days before the Civil War. “They had a few slaves. When they were freed, they stayed on the farm.”

Of the ten or more million Africans sold into slavery from the early sixteenth century to the middle of the nineteenth century, few were brought to market in the land that came to be called the United States — far fewer than a million — while Brazil and the Caribbean colonies alone accounted for more than seven million.

Nevertheless, when England and the United States abolished slave trading in Africa in 1807, it was much to the disappointment of the West African alaafin, kings and chieftains who thrived on their harvest of flesh.

The first federal law prohibiting the importation of slaves from outside the United States came into effect in 1808, nine years before Mississippi became a state. While slave-smugglers continued to operate downriver in New Orleans, Mississippi’s involvement in the foreign-slave trade was slight, and most of her slaves came from other states, either through direct purchase, professional traders, or the migration of their owners.

By 1840, there were more slaves than white folk in Mississippi. Yet less than ten percent of those white folk were slaveholders, and Choctaw County was among the Mississippi regions where slavery was rare. What few slaves there were in Choctaw County were found on the small farms of the settlers.

The Martin Liston homestead was one of those farms, valued at a meager $290 in 1850, the year that Choctaw chief Greenwood Leflore’s real estate was valued at $80,000.

A proper surname was a nicety that few slaves knew, and upon Emancipation, it was the common practice for freed slaves to adopt the family name of their former owners. Thus, the few slaves that had worked the Liston homestead came themselves to bear the name Liston after the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in December 1865.

Alexander Liston was born into slavery on the farm of Martin Liston in October 1840. Fannie, his wife, was born into slavery in March 1838. They dated their marriage to 1866, the first year of their freedom, although by then they had four children: Ned, Rachel, Joseph, and Frank, all of them born into slavery on the Liston farm.

Although courthouse fires in 1874 and 1881 destroyed most of the old records of Choctaw County, Montgomery County land records of 1884 show that Robert C. Liston laid hold of almost forty acres in Poplar Creek in the fall of that year. United States Homestead Certificate Number 10768 shows that Alexander Liston laid hold of a little over 160 acres of land neighboring that of his former master’s son in the fall of 1896.

White Liston, black Liston: they remained together, in a once nameless place of pine and cotton that became Beat 5, Poplar Creek, Montgomery County, Mississippi.

By the end of the century, Fannie Liston had given birth to nine children, six of whom survived. Among the survivors was Sonny Liston’s father, Tobe, born in January 1870.

In 1889, Tobe Liston married a woman named Leona, also known as Cora, who in the span of the next twenty years bore him thirteen children, seven of whom survived: Ernest, Bessie, Latt, William K., James, Helen, and Cleona.

Ned and Mary Baskin were born into slavery on the nearby Liston farm. Both of them were sixteen when they had their first child, Willis, in 1858. A daughter, Martha, was born in 1860.

Martha Baskin got pregnant by a man named Joe McAlpin. The child, a daughter named Helen, who became Sonny Liston’s mother, was born in 1897. Another child by Joe, a second daughter, named Ida, was born in 1900.

Joe up and left when the girls were very young. Martha later married Charles Berry, a farmer from North Carolina who was eighteen years her senior and by whom she had a third child, again a daughter, named Lesla, born in 1917.

Jessie Hemphill Golden, one of the elder sisters of the local black community, laughed fondly when recalling Charlie Berry, who she said was known, for reasons that were not known, as Spodge. “He was a tall, ugly man with a round, hard head.” She told of a storekeeper in Kilmichael who kept two big, heavy-staved barrels outside his shop. One of these big barrels was empty; the other was full of flour. If you could knock over the empty barrel by butting your head into it, you got the full barrel for free. Charlie Berry, with that round, hard head of his, brought home a lot of flour that way. And once, on a bet, a man took a two-by-four to the crown of that head.

Martha’s eldest daughter, Helen, grew up wanting nothing to do with the curse of these men’s names, neither the father that had abandoned her nor the stepfather with the round, hard head. She chose to be known by her mother’s maiden name and called herself Helen Baskin.

As they had taken the names of their masters, so their religion as well. The forgotten gods and spirits of Africa were a vague and underlying ancestral presence in the palimpsest Christianity that slaves had created from the church-stuff religion of their Baptist and Methodist masters. Most of those masters never knew that the word “religion” was not to be found in any bible or that the pagan Latin word religio, whence it came, denoted the supernatural powers of magic and of sacred place, concepts much closer to the purer spiritualities of Africa than to the debased and pious spirituality denoted by “religion” among America’s settlers.

Though great Shango was forgotten, the power of his thunder lingered. It reverberated in the blood when the Mississippi sky broke open with a blast and a serpent of lightning; and it reverberated in the Word. The risen Christ was mighty vodu, and in His cross there was more of meaning, more of religio, than any bible-toting bossman ever knew.

Bethel Methodist Church, founded by Martin Liston and other settlers, was out on Bethel Road. From its earliest years, in the 1840s, a section of the church was reserved for slaves. Nearby on Bethel Road was a black Baptist church called Pinkney Grove, founded after the Civil War; and east of Poplar Creek there was another black church, called Shiloh Missionary Baptist. Amid the graves marked only by rocks in the little Shiloh cemetery, several headstones, including that of the pastor, the Reverend S.H. Winfrey (1866–1963), bear Masonic symbols.

It was at the Shiloh church in 1914 that Helen Baskin met a man named Colonel Ward, the son of a Poplar Creek farmer named Gerard Ward. As her own father had done her mother, Ward got Helen pregnant and then up and left. The child born to her, on August 6, 1915, was given the name Ezra Baskin Ward.

I found Ezra Baskin Ward, age eighty-three, living with his wife Mattie at a nursing home in Arkansas. Of all the children Helen had, he, the first-born, was now the sole survivor. Nobody called him Ezra anymore. For most of his eighty-three years, he had been known as E.B. or as Ward. That is what his wife called him: Ward.

Whatever happened to that father who ran off on him and Helen?

“I think he got poisoned by a lady,” he said. It was while Ward was still a baby, barely two years old.

Children born out of wedlock were common, and Ward made no pretense that his mother and father might ever have been married. Things were different in those days, Mattie said. As she saw it, propriety overtook licentiousness, not the other way around. “I didn’t know but one girl that got pregnant until they was married. Go to church, keep that dress down.”

It was soon after Ward’s birth that Helen Baskin became the second wife of Tobe Liston. Her mother, Martha, advised her against it, telling her that she should stay free and single and not marry this man. Helen did not listen.



In the old days, there had been no boll weevil in Mississippi. The ugly little long-snouted creature and its fat white maggot larvae, first found in Central America, were unknown. But they had put an end to cotton farming in Mexico, and in the early 1890s had spread across the Rio Grande to Brownsville, Texas, and thence outward, wherever cotton was grown, at a rate of about seventy miles a year. The boll-weevil infestation brought blight to Mississippi cotton farming in 1916, the year in which the demagogue Theodore G. Bilbo became governor of Mississippi.

Tobe Liston heard that a better crop could be made farther north, on the other side of the Delta; and so it was that he and Helen moved northwest across the Mississippi River into Arkansas, taking with them a rag-tag load of Tobe’s children, siblings, and his seventy-six-year-old father, Alexander. Tobe’s mother, seventy-eight-year-old Fannie, moved to Arkansas as well, but lived apart from her husband, with the family of her daughter Maggie.

Both Helen and her mother, Martha Berry, agreed that Helen’s baby boy, Ezra Baskin Ward, should stay behind with Martha rather than risk mistreatment by a stepfather in a strange land. Besides, Martha said, she “didn’t have no boy,” and she was “gonna keep this boy and raise him up right.” And she did.

“She was crazy about him. He was almost spoiled. But she whup him, though, take him to church,” said E.B. Ward’s wife, Mattie. “He loved her, he really cared for her.”

Ward remembered the little church, Pinkney Grove, and, across the rutted road, its small patch of a cemetery where his and Sonny’s grandmother, Martha Berry, now lies buried in an unmarked grave, close to the unmarked grave of Ward’s first “wife,” the mother of the bluesman B.B. King.

As for Martha’s husband, Charles Berry, “All I know is he’s just a man,” Ward said. “A man who come in up there in Kilmichael who married my grandmother.”

The first child that Helen bore to Tobe Liston up in Arkansas was a daughter, Clara, born in the summer of 1919. She would not survive, but others did: the daughter Clytee, then Leo and Shorty, who was also known as J.T. After them came Annie, Alcora, Curtis, and, last-born, Wesley, who would be remembered always as the baby.

And, somewhere among them in that brood, the son named Charles L. Liston.

Charles Liston, after the world came to know him as Sonny, would often say that he was born in Pine Bluff, Arkansas. He would also say that he was born in Little Rock; and on one legal document he would state his place of birth as Memphis, Tennessee.

His mother would say that her son claimed Pine Bluff as his birthplace because “his manager told him to give a big town,” and Pine Bluff was bigger than Forrest City, where, according to her, he was in fact brought into this world. “He was never in Pine Bluff,” she would say, “and I never been there either.” But the “big town” of Pine Bluff lies about sixty miles from Forrest City, no closer than the state capital of Little Rock, and is but thirty-four miles west across the Mississippi River from Memphis. Today Pine Bluff is the shadow of a town. One of the military’s eight chemical dumping grounds on the mainland, the Pine Bluff Arsenal, eight miles long and three miles wide, is the storehouse of over 10 percent of America’s stockpile of chemical weapons, and since 1963 has cast an ever darker pall of desolation over this forsaken town on the Arkansas River. Like Forrest City, like Poplar Creek — population 350 in 1960, current population reckoned at fewer than a hundred of the sparse twelve thousand or so who now inhabit Montgomery County — the places where Sonny Liston’s past existed, and the places where he claimed it to have existed, when he owned to any past at all, are places of ghosts.

More than anything else, that is what this is, I now feel: a ghost story, a haunting unto itself. A whisper through the savanna, a whisper through the pines, a whisper unto itself through the dark of the blood.

Forrest City, the county seat of St. Francis County, Arkansas, lay on the western slope of Crowley’s Ridge, between the L’Anguille and St. Francis rivers: a town of a few thousand souls that had risen from a working camp of the Memphis & Little Rock Railroad in 1867. It was named for the Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, a former Tennessee slave trader who served after the war as the first leader of the original Ku Klux Klan, an organization which, in 1869, he tried to disband in disdain of its increasing violence.

During the Civil War, Cross County, to the north, had been formed in part from the older county of St. Francis and named for the Confederate colonel David C. Cross, who was the largest landowner in the area. Its county seat, Wynne, also located, like Forrest City, on the western slope of Crowley’s Ridge, grew from the wreckage of a train derailment in 1882: a box car, overturned and without wheels, was set upright and named Wynne Station, in honor of yet another Confederate veteran, the Forrest City banker Jesse W. Wynne.

The cotton plantation of George Morledge straddled both counties, encompassing some twenty-five hundred acres. The Morledge house — it was called different things: the Big House, Headquarters, the Main House — was located near Wynne, in Cross County. It was there that George Morledge lived with his wife, Mary. Nearby were a barn, cotton gin, and commissary.

It was in the sector of Morledge Plantation that lay in Johnson Township, St. Francis County, that Tobe Liston and his family came to live and farm, on a low patch where a rill of muddy water, a mile and a half or so long, dribbled dead to its end in a slough of sandy dirt where nothing could grow. The place had a name, but it was not to be found on any map. They called it Sand Slough.

It was there, in Sand Slough, on the Morledge plantation — not in Forrest City, not in Pine Bluff, not in Memphis — that Charles L. Liston was born, on the fifty acres that Tobe rented from the Man.

Helen remembered the house where Sonny was born: a cypress-board shack. “It had no ceiling. I had to put cardboard on the walls to keep the wind out.” He was given the name Charles L. not by her or by his father, but by the “old woman who delivered him.” If the “L.” stood for anything, the old woman never told, or if she did, no one recalled.

“I noticed his big hands when the mid-lady brought him to me,” Helen said.

As to Charles L. Liston’s date of birth, at least half a dozen have been set forth. Liston himself, who in 1950 gave his age as twenty-two, and in 1953 gave it as twenty-one, finally settled on May 8, 1932, saying that anybody who doubted it “is callin’ my mama a liar.” Testifying before the Senate in 1960, he said, “I was born in 1933.”

After Liston had settled on May 8, 1932, his mother settled on January 8, 1932. This date, she said, had been duly recorded in an old family Bible, but the Bible, she added, had been lost somewhere along the way. At times, she gave the date as January 18. “I know he was born in January,” she said. “It was cold in January.” While corroborating the year of birth her son had come to claim, she seems to have once inadvertently recalled the year as 1929, then 1930, before correcting herself to confirm Sonny’s chosen year of 1932. He was, Helen said, the ninth of ten children she bore to Tobe. This places his birth between that of Curtis, who may have been born in the summer of 1929, and that of Wesley, “the baby.” Annie and Alcora, who came before Curtis, are believed to have been born in the summer of 1925 and the fall of 1927, respectively. One of Liston’s closest friends, the boxer Foneda Cox, who was born November 2, 1929, felt that Sonny was older than he, but not by much.

Ultimately, the precise truth may never be known, since there was no record filed at the time of birth. (It was not until 1947 that Arkansas mandated the filing of birth certificates, and then only for hospital births; and it was not until 1965 that the state enacted mandatory filing for every birth.) The only record is one filed, for legal reasons, in 1953, when Sonny put forth the date of May 8, 1932. He was almost certainly older than that, and he knew it, but it is doubtful that even he knew by how many years he was lying. Where May 8 came from is anybody’s guess. As to Helen’s date of January 8, it is interesting that of the two Liston siblings whose births were officially recorded, one of them, Sonny’s brother Curtis, was registered as having been born on January 8, 1928. Though Sonny and his mother disagreed on the number of children she bore — Helen remembered eleven, including her first-born, Sonny’s half-brother E.B. Ward, while Sonny said “my mother had either twelve or thirteen children” — they both agreed that Curtis was older and that only “Wesley, the baby,” was younger than Sonny. As United States Census records are not accessible until seventy-five years after the year of census, the stated age of the boy named Charles Liston in 1930 or 1940 must wait until 2005 or 2015 to be revealed.

Conceived and born under stars no one remembered, Sonny himself never knew how old he was, only that he was most likely older than he claimed. According to ancient astrology, the day of one’s death could be foretold only when the astronomy of one’s first breath was known.

Sidonius Apollinaris, a bishop in fifth-century Gaul, told of a friend, an orator called Lampridius, whose death by violence was presaged to him by African astrologers, down to the year, month, and very day, on which it came to pass that Lampridius was murdered by his slaves.

“I know he was born in January,” Helen Liston said. “It was cold in January.” It was in January, too, that life was known to have left him: the starless astrology of the soul of a man that “died the day he was born.” January, the month of Janus, who beheld beginning and end at once.

The plantation owner George Morledge quit farming in 1955 and died, age eighty, in the spring of 1966. His wife, Mary, passed on, age eighty-three, in the spring of 1975. Their son, George, Jr., born in the summer of 1923 and today the lord of the land that was his father’s, is the only one from the plantation who remembers the Listons.

The elder George Morledge was known as the Man, or the Captain. His son, from about the age of ten or twelve, was known as the Little Captain. Big George and Little George, they called them, too.

There were perhaps fifty to sixty families, roughly two hundred people, black and white, working the Morledge land. The humblest of them were the day hands, who labored in the fields for thirty-five or fifty cents, later seventy-five cents, a day. Then there were the tenant farmers and the sharecroppers.

The Listons were tenant farmers, not sharecroppers. The difference was in the breakdown of pay and expenses. Sharecroppers worked the land with seed, fertilizer, beasts of burden, and equipment furnished by the farm operator, and when the crop was sold, they got fifty percent. Tenant farmers rented their acres, either with cash or a promised portion of the crop to come. They furnished three-quarters of their farming expenses; the owner furnished the rest. When the crop was sold, the tenant farmer got three-quarters of the money, the owner got the rest
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