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To Kelly,

the greatest woman in the world,

who stands by me through thick and thin





    

Once, after a blast of six or seven yards, Brown was the first to regain his feet. When he got back to the huddle he was blowing hardbut the inert figures of three Giants marked the trail where he had passed, like the breadcrumbs on the forest path of Hansel and Gretel. For mercurial speed, airy nimbleness, and explosive violence in one package of undistilled evil, there is no other like Mr. Brown.

Red Smith,

Pulitzer Prizewinning writer
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PROLOGUE




FOR MUCH OF HIS EXISTENCE, Jim Brown walked the planet with supreme arrogance. Each step was more confident and profound than the last. He did not believe in weakness or insecurity. He did not believe in hugging his own children. Only a soft man, he often thought when he was a player in the National Football League, ever cried in public. Brown was blessed with brains and biceps, and used both in equal proportions, on and off the various playing fields he dominated, physically intimidating both men and women. There have been few athletes smarter or more defiant or more controversial. Just as he left the crumbs of opponents scattered behind him on his blazing sprints on the football field, Jim Brown also cast aside the shells of stereotypes wherever he passed. First, he redefined the running game. Then, in quick succession, he redefined what it meant to be a movie star, a lover, a civil rights leader, an activist. He helped to redefine what it meant to live as a black man in America, from the 1950s until today.


Jim Brown is consumed with being special. Afraid of being remembered as mundane, Brown has had one concern for much of his life: to be the baddest, the smartest, the most lasting man ever.



A SCENE FROM the life of Brown. It was October 13, 1963. As he had done so many times before, in so many different ways, Brown was demonstrating that he was a physical being who had mastered a brutal sport.

Cleveland was in Yankee Stadium playing the New York Giants. Tickets to the game were tough to get because the Browns had won their first four games, and because Jim Brown was going to be on the field.

The old NFL was a different entity than the polished, image-conscious sport it has become. Then, the rules were few and the tactics cheap. Football was full of dirty players and optically challenged game officials. Punching, kicking, head slapping, bitingit all happened with disturbing regularity.

Brown experienced it all. As the most dangerous weapon on the Browns team, he drew the attention and the cheap shots from the most vicious enforcers. The Giants were no different. In the moments following Browns first carry, one of the Giants defenders stuck several of his fingers inside Browns woefully inadequate face protection. It was the NFLs long-retired two-bar face mask; the bars were several inches apart and rested just beneath his nose, offering the Giants more than enough room to attack his face.

The Giants players mostly went after Brown as he was going down to the ground. When Brown was underneath the massive piles, his arms pinned, practically defenseless, fingers jabbed and gouged and probed under Browns face mask. As the game continued, it became clear that Browns eyesthe sharp brown ones that allowed him to view the field with digital claritywere under a planned, organized assault.

Over the course of the first half alone, Browns eyes would be poked or hit a half dozen times, at least, by several Giants players, often in the large pileups. In a particularly vicious moment, one of the Giants players shoved his elbow inside the mask and jammed it into Browns left eye. When Brown arose his vision was severely blurred, as if he were trying to see through a thin, closed curtain.

At halftime, Brown plodded over to a corner of the locker room and sat alone, gathering his thoughts. Brown had scored a 1-yard touchdown in the first half and Cleveland trailed only 1714, but something was wrong with Brown. He was questioning himself. He was experiencing fear.

Everything changed in the second half. Browns fear was gone, replaced by icy anger. He took a screen pass from quarterback Frank Ryan, ran over two Giants players, and burst for a 72-yard touchdown. All of those hands and fingers and elbows that had searched for his eyes were now grasping for air. On Clevelands next possession, there was another Brown score. The Cleveland linemen, using an option blocking system, in which Brown picked his running lanes, freed Brown for a 32-yard touchdown. By now, the Giants had ceased their cheap shots. They were too stunned and broken by Brown to do anything except relent. Cleveland was victorious by 11 points.

Forty-eight hours after the game, Browns vision was still blurry. Both of the fullbacks eyes were swollen and aching. He had told no one in the media what was wrong except a reporter for Sport magazine. It was my most satisfying game under the circumstances, Brown told the media. He declined to state just what those circumstances were.


Brown had asked one of the assistant coaches about going to a doctor but was told to wait until after practice. If his teammates became aware he was hurt, it could demoralize them. So Brown told only a few close friends on the team and one sports reporter, and swore them to secrecy.

His eyes throbbing through drill after drill, Brown waited until practice concluded, then quietly went to see a physician later that night.



A SCENE FROM the life of a sexual creature happily trapped in the middle of a revolution.

It was the 1960s. Everyone screwed everyone, or at least it seemed that way. In Cleveland, the players had a house called the Headquarters. They brought girlfriends on one night, their wives the next, one group unaware of the other. They had parties called the Night of a Thousand Fingers. Hands and feet and torsos cavorted across the several different rooms.

Brown would never smoke cigarettes, because of his health. He did not like to consume large quantities of alcohol, because he disliked being out of control, even if sometimes he did get that way. Yet at times, sex ruled him, overriding the controlling tendencies that worked so well in other aspects of his life. He purchased cocaine for women to arouse them but was repulsed by the idea of using the drug.

He liked his women youngripe and firm, as he describes them. He had girlfriends who were nineteen when he was in his thirties. The women also knew this: Jim Brown was no one-woman man. His strong sexuality was a lure and a curse, leading to ruined relationships and at least one paternity suit. Yet for the next phase of his life, the one in which he became one of the most important leading men in the history of filmmaking, that sexuality was a tremendous asset.

Before Brown, a black man was not allowed to be sexual on the big screen. In 1960s America, it was not fear of a black planet. It was, as a film historian said in Spike Lees movie about Browns life, fear of a black penis.

Sidney Poitier was the reigning black movie star of the time. He was a splendid actorwarm, compassionate, and skilled. He was also safe for white audiences, who felt comfortable with Poitier because he was an emasculated black man, not a virile one. To the newly enlightened white moviegoer, it was okay for Sidney to come to dinner. Not Brown. When he made the daring move from football star to movie action hero, he broke onto the screen with his shirt off and his sexuality intact. He provoked gunfights, battled in brawls, and bedded Raquel Welch.

Poitier broke many barriers and walked through Hollywoods front door; Brown kicked in that door by being the uncompromising, forward-thinking man that he was, as a football star and a civil rights leader.

Brown wanted to be everything Poitier was not. Most of all, Brown wanted his characters to be sexual. Brown and Welch starred in the 1969 movie 100 Rifles. Welch was the white woman every white man wanted to touch. The interracial love scenes between Welch and Brown remain one of the more significant turning points in cinematic history because a black man was having sex with Americas white carnal queen. Welch, with her full breasts and flowing hair, and Brown, muscled and manly, did the voracious sex scene, complete with Brown sticking his tongue in Welchs ear, on the first day of shooting the film.

Browns acting career would include a number of films. Often stone-faced and stiff in movies, he will not go down as the greatest thespian of all time, but he could be remembered as one of the most significant. He was a revolutionary presence, particularly to black film audiences, who for the first time saw someone on the screen who seemed more like them.



A SCENE FROM a justifiably paranoid life.

It was April 1970, and Brown sat stiffly in his chair, untrusting and unyielding, as an interviewer from the New York Sunday News lobbed questions at Brown about topics ranging from his prosperous film career to the possibility of a race war. Just as he never shied away from physical confrontations on the field, Brown never shrank in the face of tough questions. His opinions were always stout and forceful; his glares were menacing, his patience was short, when faced with a query he disliked; now was no different.

The FBI, CIA, and the local police forces seem to be in cahoots, Brown was saying. Anyone that speaks too loud is going to be tied down in a court caseor shotor something. Because of this, I think people who would normally think of being actively involved in a race war or black uprising will have second thoughts about it. But they will think about how they can protect themselves against certain kinds of oppression. And they will utilize brainpower and resources to do that. Doing things in an intelligent way is a much greater threat than operating out of total emotionalism on the streets. This country has never seen intelligent black people committed to using the last resort, which you might refer to as violence or warfare. But if these people feel threatened by violence, they can only think of retaliation in the same form.

Brown was then asked about his being arrested several times and if he was being targeted unfairly by the police. Im singled out like any other black or white cat in America that speaks out too much, Brown responded. Then, thinking of a famous black boxer vilified in the 1910s for beating white opponents, Brown added: Jack Johnson had to leave the country. He was forced out. Paul Robeson was forced out; Stokely [Carmichael] is gone; Cleavers gone; [Ali] will probably have to leave. You can go right on down the line. The thing about me is that my philosophy cant really be attacked. They cant fight the philosophy, but they can cut off areas where funds must be obtained to develop black people economically. They dont want my independence to be used as an example for others to follow.

You keep referring to they, the reporter asked. Who are they?

Why, the Man, of course, Brown responded. The Man. You see, I cant be controlled and I have an opinion. Its difficult to get me involved in things like riots or inciting riots because Im not in those areas. I dont even talk about them. My activities cant be attacked, but with my private life it is different. They can take an incident and blow it up. Im always attacked. They get you in any area they can. Now you know there isnt a man in this country who hasnt a private life that they could pin some headline on if they wanted to.

So youre convinced that theres a concerted effort to make you look immoral and criminal?

Well, judge for yourself, Brown said. Did you ever see any other movie star on the front page, shackled because of a car accident where no one was hurt and where no one was touched? A lot of papers carried the photo of me in handcuffs and chains. This was supposed to kill me. It was supposed to take my black manhood and put it on the ground. But when the jury heard the case, they took less than a half hour to find me not guilty. So I know they are singling me out. But it wont work, because my head wont drop down to my chest. Youre going to say that I sound bitter. But I dont sound bitter, man, Im just real.

You arent paranoid if they really are out to get you, right?


And Brown had no idea just how correct he was. The FBI was watching.



A SCENE FROM a life spied upon.

They thought he was a threat, this powerful Negro, this popular Negro. So they watched and monitored and probed. Where he went, they went. This continued for years, by one FBI agents estimate. While they spied, he never knew.

They thought he was a threat, so they looked to smear him, if necessary, and to ruin him, if possible, and thats how the United States governments stalking of Brown began. Files were accumulated. Reports were written.

The FBI thought strong African American sports heroes like Jim Brown were a threat, states a former FBI agent, who says he is familiar with the agencys spying on Brown and other prominent black athletes of the 1960s.

The agent maintains that FBI officials attempted to injure Browns business ventures at that time by spreading disinformation with local and national business leaders, first claiming that Brown was secretly a member of the American Communist Party, and later that he was a radical Muslim. Much the way the FBI, spearheaded by its obsessive director J. Edgar Hoover, smeared and threatened Martin Luther King Jr., other black leaders were also thwarted. Brown was still able to secure limited loans and money for his programs, including the Negro Industrial Economic Union, later renamed the Black Economic Union, which was formed to help blacks become competitive in the business world.

It was deplorable, says the former agent, who agreed to an interview only on the condition that his identity not be revealed. The more vocal and powerful Brown got, the more he was watched. They made up crap. They looked for dirt to hurt him with when the time came.

The file the FBI accumulated on one chapter of Browns Black Economic Union is eye-opening. (The file was declassified by the FBI in November of 2003 and transferred to the National Archives not long after that.) It shows that the FBI, the Secret Service, and various local police departments all worked together to spy on Browns organization and on one chapter in particular.

The first indication that the FBIs motives in attempting to damage Brown were at least partially racially generated is that the files contain a UPI photograph of a bare-chested Brown standing provocatively over an almost-nude Raquel Welch. The picture was taken as part of the media publicity for the Brown and Welch movie 100 Rifles. The idea of Brown filming love scenes with a white woman was, according to the former FBI source, infuriating to members of the bureau.

The FBI engaged in a sly but effective plot to frame Browns Black Economic Union as a group of radical extremists. The group, however, was anything but. It was the first organization started by a professional athlete solely dedicated to improving the economic fortunes of a group of people, in this case, black people.

One FBI field agent wrote in a report dated June 26, 1968, that in one meeting attended by BEU members, an FBI spy indicated that the meeting lasted approximately five or six hours and should be more properly described as a ritual or a ceremony, rather than a meeting. The source said the ceremony consisted of chanting the word Black or Blackness and the leaderasking questions such as, Who buys most of the Cadillacs and who buys the $60.00 shoes. In each instance the group chanted a reply, The Negro.

Source stated that some type of book by Che, whose last name is Guevarra [sic], Castro leader who was killed in Bolivia, was laying [sic] on the table, says the report. This source stated that the whole atmosphere of the ritual was one of brotherhood on the part of the Negro opposition to the White Hunkie.

Of course the field agent meant the racially derogatory term honky.

What was collected on Brown and his group remains sensitive to this day. One document in the file, five pages long, is marked ACCESS RESTRICTED.

In review of this file this item was removed because access to it is restricted, the notice states.

The date of this document was August 19, 1968. Almost forty years after the documents production, the government is still concealing it.



What caused the FBI to consider a football player to be such a formidable threat to national security?

The FBI did not see him as just an athlete, the agent says. The FBI believed that one day he was going to become a significant political force. I know this sounds silly now, but back then, they saw his strength and push for African Americans to fight for themselves and their independence as a major threat. There was no way they were going to let some football nigger get power. Thats what one other agent once told me. They were going to hurt him as much as possible.



A FINAL SCENE from the life.

Brown was speaking from the Ventura County Jail in California, and the irony did not escape him. Normally when the Hall of Fame running back stepped into a prison, he was counseling inmates, preparing them for the day when their sentence would end and they would have the chance to become functioning members of society. Now, Brown was not an adviser who would stay for a short time, then depart. He was locked up in a cell the size of a walk-in closet. His uniform was a flimsy light blue jumpsuit over a white T-shirt. He wore a thick ID tag on his right arm. The teacher, it seemed, had become the prisoner.

Browns violent temper had led to his being locked in that hellthere is no other word for jail. On the football field, Browns disposition was always cool and calm. Off of it, he was fiery, his anger sometimes erupting. Brown has been accused at least five times of using physical violence, sometimes against girlfriends and wives. As one of Browns friends stated: Sometimes, when it comes to women, Jim can be one crazy motherfucker.

Art Modell, the former owner of the Cleveland Browns, the team where Brown established himself as the best football player of all time, remembers instances when Brown got into trouble because of, shall we say, a rough social encounter with a gal, or two, or three.

When Brown spoke to the author from prison, he sounded worn, perhaps from the effects of what he called a fourteen-day spiritual cleansing. Others believe Brown, always defiant, always stubborn, was undergoing a hunger strike to protest what he believed was an unfair prison sentence: the six-month jail term he received after refusing to undergo court-ordered counseling and community service resulting from a conviction for vandalizing the car of his then twenty-five-year-old wife, Monique, in 1999. During his two-week cleansing, or strike, Brown consumed only water. The prison nurses pleaded with Brown to eat. He refused. They told him he risked serious health problems if he did not. Again, he declined.

Under California law, a prisoner has the right to decline both food and medical attention. At one point, some seventeen days into Browns hunger strike, or cleansing, the state considered acquiring a court order that would force Brown to eat. But soon after, Brown relented and began consuming food again.

The entire episode was typical Brown. Even then, at sixty-six years old, he still possessed the qualities, in abundance, that made him one of the most important athletes of the last century. Browns hardened will was the catalyst that molded him into such a superb football player, and provided him with the confidence to become an unflinching, uncompromising symbol of black pride and self-reliance.

In this situation Browns stubbornness, however noble he may have felt, landed him in jail. On January 5, 2000, Brown was ordered to prison for misdemeanor vandalism after smashing the windows of Moniques Jaguar with a shovel. Judge Dale S. Fischer, who called Browns actions the worst case of vandalism she had ever seen, sentenced Brown to a year of domestic-violence counseling. Brown was also instructed to spend forty days on a work crew cleaning up city streets around Los Angeles, put in four hundred hours of community service, pay $1,800 in fines, and serve three years probation. Brown refused to go to counseling, saying he did not need it, and the notion of a proud Brown picking up garbage along a highway, well, that was never going to happen.

They offered me three deals, Brown said, and I refused.

Browns athletic career helped him become a new kind of American hero, a new kind of black hero. But even a superhero of vast character and strength has his flaws.







    

INTRODUCTION




AS THE SPORTING NEWS once wrote, Brown came, he saw, he conquered. And then, shockingly, he left the game as quickly as he had risen to dominance, disappearing from professional football with every rushing record tucked neatly under his beefy arms. Browns legend remains as sturdy as the body-scattering runs that lifted him to prominence as the Cleveland Browns most significant offensive weapon from the years 1957 through 1965. There is no doubt about it: he was the greatest pure football player the sport has ever known.

One of the true measures of a great player is what other great players who played against you say, said Dallas Cowboys Hall of Famer Randy White. I never played against Jim, but I talk to people who did all the time, and they say he was the toughest son of a gun they ever saw. I think Jim Brown could have dominated in any era, any year, anywhere.

Brown was blessed with an eighteen-inch neck, broad, imposing shoulders, and a chest that was measured at forty-five inches. His large thighs carried him around the field with the grace and power of a sprinter or champion skier. Dr. W. Montague Cobb, a former Howard University anatomist, said in the 1960s, Jim Browns bone structure must resemble forged vanadium steelthe hinging of ankles, knees, elbows; the crawl of muscles, the dynamism of effort easily tapped are all in immediate evidence. Brown ran with head held high, legs pumping and broad arms swiping away tacklers. He ran over linemen and defensive backs alike. Often, quite simply, opponents were afraid to tackle him.

Brown was an athletic gem who played multiple sports at Syracuse University, including lacrosse, which he loved; but football was his passion. He plowed through the NFL as a rookie in 1957, rushing for 942 yards, earning the first of eight rushing titles over a remarkable but brief nine-year career. He never missed a full gameor practicedespite severe injuries, painful lacerations and muscle aches that sideline many athletes today. He played hard because it was Browns nature, but also because Brown knew if he ever missed a contest, Cleveland would have little chance of winning.

His top seven yearly rushing totals would become the standard for all the greats that would follow: 1,863, 1,544, 1,527, 1,446, 1,408, 1,329, and 1,257 yards. What made Browns accomplishments so stunning was that teams knew he was getting the ball, and defenders were programmed to stop him, and mostly only him; still, he galloped across the field, usually unchallenged, often untouched.

He once told Baltimore Colts tight end John Mackey: Make sure when anyone tackles you, he remembers how much it hurts. No one who tried to tackle Brown ever forgot the encounter.

Brown was equally intimidating off the field. There were times when you would need to subpoena his smile; his glares and scowls were often nuclear in intensity. When he spoke out about race, whites thought he was bitter and resentful, while blacks felt he was honest and true. Neither group was aware of just how threatening Brown seemed to the government. Today, all these decades later, many members of both races feel the same primordial and often different stirrings when Browns name is mentioned.

In 1966 Brown casually delivered the stunning news of his retirement from football while on the movie set of The Dirty Dozen. He was just thirty: unlike many of todays athletes, who often hang on far too long, Brown knew when to exit.

It was the right time to retire, he told the media then. You should go out on top.

And he was at the pinnacle, the owner of a championship ring and twenty NFL records. Brown is the only player to be inducted into the pro football, college football, and lacrosse Halls of Fame. Recently, Syracuse University announced two Jim Brown scholarships.

Browns life has resembled a tough, sprawling drama, and includes the seeds of activism that shaped him. In Cleveland in the 1960s, Brown helped found the Negro Industrial and Economic Union (later renamed the Black Economic Union) to assist black-owned businesses. When you came to the Cleveland Browns, if you were black, you had to come a certain way, he has said. That meant being responsible off the field and being serious about playing on the field. We had to be about something.

In a 1968 interview with Ebony magazine, Brown explained in no uncertain terms why he began the Black Economic Union. Dealing with the white man economically is one of the things were teaching brothers through the [BEU]. See, we believe that the closest you can get to independence in a capitalist country is financial independence. See, weve got to find a way to stop begging, just like weve got to stop wasting all our energy and money marching and picketing and doing things like camping-in down in Washington on a Poor Peoples Campaign. They didnt accomplish a single thing down there. They got a little attention and lots of condescending pats on the back from white liberals who wanted them to keep as quiet as possible and hurry up and get out of town. Thats all. Weve got to get off the emotional stuff and do something that will bring about real change. Weve got to have industries and commercial enterprises and build our own sustaining economic base. Then we can face white folks man-to-man and we can deal.

Players today, Brown says, are dramatically different from the players of his generation, as modern athletes are too blinded by lucrative contracts to care about whats going on in their own communities. The money is so big, he says. Most of these individuals have no concept of history, of who opened the door for them. This has long been a Brown theme, one of many that makes him such an interesting character to study.

Browns list of charitable actions is as long as the list of his rushing records, or of the contradictions in his life. He embraces societys lowest citizens, encouraging gang members and prisoners to transform their lives, to reclaim their humanity. But Browns many sons and daughters have spoken of their fathers distant nature and of the years they were not a true part of his life.

When I spoke to him in prison, he was charming and brilliant, yet to some Americans he has always seemed threatening. His recurring displays of anger added to that reputation. Brown was fined $500 and briefly jailed for beating up a male golf partner in 1978, and he has faced assault charges against several women over the last four decades; in most cases the charges were either dropped or he was acquitted after his female accusers decided not to testify against him.

Browns coaches and teammates from the lacrosse, football, and basketball teams at Manhasset, Long Island, High School and Syracuse vividly recall Browns extraordinary athletic feats. He starred in four sports while with the Orangemen, scoring 43 points once in a football game and leading the country in goal scoring in lacrosse. He was exciting on the field and glamorous off of it. Stars like Raquel Welch spoke of his enticing appeal, which enabled Brown to crush previously taboo sexual images of black men in Hollywood. It was Brown who became the first black action star, with leading roles in The Dirty Dozen, Ice Station Zebra, and many other films. As film historian Donald Bogle has pointed out, where Poitier was polished and nonsexual, Brown was pure testosterone, a strong, confident black man creating tough, sexy characters audiences hadnt seen beforeunintentionally helping give rise to the blaxploitation movement of the early 1970s (in which he also participated, in films such as Slaughter, Black Gunn, and Three the Hard Way). In many respects, todays black cinema actors owe a portion of their stardom and fortunes to Brown.

Browns life wasnt always so sexy. He was born on February 17, 1936, on St. Simons Island off the southern coast of Georgia. He was abandoned by his father about two weeks after his birth, and his mother left when he was two years old to take a job as a housekeeper on Long Island. Browns great-grandmother raised him, and they shared a house with his grandmother, who was an alcoholic. When he was four, he attended school, segregated from the white kids he played with, in a two-room shack. When Brown turned eight, his mother came back for him; it was the first time they had seen each other in six years.

Ed Walsh, the Manhasset athletic director and a man Brown has looked up to as much as anyone in his life, said that when Brown was a teenager, he would walk the streets all night rather than come home to his mother and her dates. Some coaches on the football staff at Syracuse didnt want to allow Brown on the team unless Walsh got him to adhere to ten rules, the first one being that Brown could not date white girls. Not unless you have [the same rules] for every guy on the team, was Walshs reply. Brown attended Syracuse anyway, not on a scholarship, but on money raised by Ken Molloy, a Long Island man who would become another of Browns friends and champions. Another white man, Roy Simmons, was also a champion of Browns.

Despite so many historic and interesting aspects of his life, aspects that make for fascinating analysis, no independent biography of Brown had been written as of late 2006, and the last book about the star player was a childrens book done in 1996. The reason? I believe it is Browns stoic stubbornness. Brown wants no stinkin writer chronicling his life unless he says so (he believes many writers are parasites living off the exploits of others). Besides, Brown believes he could write the story himself, and word in the publishing industry is that he was attempting to do just that. Hes already penned two autobiographies, using other writers to help him. In Browns mind, there is nothing he cannot do. Remarkably, many times, over the course of a remarkable life, that belief has proven true.



THERE IS JUST one great dilemma and challenge in writing this book: How do you call a man a hero when he has been accused of serious incidents of domestic violence? How do you label him a leader, a brilliant mind, after he allegedly tossed a much smaller and weaker human being off a condo balcony?

With me Jim was always gentle, kind, and sweet, said Stella Stevens, who shot a love scene with Brown in Slaughter.

He was great to me despite his reputation for being big, bad, and mean, she said.


Besides being one of the greatest athletes of the twentieth century, said Roy Simmons Jr., a standout Syracuse lacrosse star who played with Brown and whose father coached Brown in the same sport, he was one of the most inspirational people I have ever met.

The Jim Brown I know is a wonderful human being, says close friend and former Cleveland Browns teammate John Wooten, who, like dozens of people who have known Brown for decades, remains extremely loyal to him. He is generous and always thinks of other people before himself. He helped black businesses, black athletes, and black people in general. When others ignore what is happening to poor people and others, Jim spends his life helping them. He is one of the most impressive people I have ever met.

Others disagree. Katherine Redmond, head of the National Coalition Against Violent Athletes, believes it is not possible to call Brown a hero, because of the allegations of violence against women. Here is a man who represents African-Americans and has fought for their rights. And yet, he maintains an arrogance, as well as an antiquated view of women as property, she wrote in an e-mail. The irony is that while America, at the time of Jim Browns hype, had been embroiled in a painful, violent struggle for freedom and prosperity for all, regardless of race, Jim Brown was an active proponent and symbol of the oppression he confronted and conqueredbut towards women. And eventually, himself.

Jim Browns life, in effect, has been little more than a complex paradox of values, Redmond continued. Much like some of his successors and colleagues, the fame, glory and power that come from being a sports idol often enable a lifestyle based on entitlement, and when it comes to relationships, a need to conquer. It is arguable that Brown sees women as adversaries and property. How he views them, and treats them, is no different than the treatment he so condemned of his enslaved ancestors. Slaves were property. Their very lives existed at the whim of their master. Intimidation kept them in line and the threat of violence loomed over their heads. So, too, were the experiences of the women in Browns life. What readers of this book must understand, is the same NFL that condoned Browns idea that women were enemies who needed to be conquered, is still instilling that belief in todays players. Brown is a product of his environment, much like todays athletes. The flagrant lack of accountability coupled with a significant amount of power comes at a price that their victims must pay.

All heroes seem to have tragic flaws; some are obvious and others are yet to be exposed, said David Belkin, a nationally known sports psychologist who has worked with hundreds of high school, college, and professional athletes. This is because, at first, we only get to know the most salient feature of their persona. The talented and free-spirited rock star that lives life in the moment is a hero to those who feel constricted in their lives. That moment-to-moment pleasure-seeking that we find so compelling is also what allows him to get hooked on dope, have children out of wedlock, and ultimately ruin his life. We only discover this as we delve deeper into his human side. A hero is a hero because he represents an ideal, the best of something in humankind. He can be at best only a representation of the idea, never the real thing. The hero often falls short in other areas, because he is tragically human.

Those same traits that make us heroic in one arena are often character flaws in another, Belkin continued. Jim Browns dogged determination, the force of his will, his unwillingness to accept any outcome other than the one he wanted, served to make him a hero on the field and in the fight for causes that he believed in. At the same time, this character trait may have tarnished his personal relationships, where considering the feelings of others and sometimes submitting to the will of another may be necessary or desirable. Maybe the appropriate adjective to describe Jim Browns life is exceptional, but certainly not heroic.

That is the way many may feel about Brownthey see it as impossible to describe someone with Browns history of domestic violence as a hero. I disagree with Belkin and Redmond, two highly reputable and knowledgeable people. It is possible for Brown or any other person to be both heroic and flawed; Browns alleged acts of domestic abuse, or simply violence against others, indeed scar him, but they do not define him.

Perhaps he is more the Shakespearean kind of hero, a tragic hero, whose larger-than-life power makes him utterly compelling, yet certainly troubling. Think of Macbeth, thirsty for power; Hamlet, pure in vengeance; Othello, perhaps, awe-inspiring both in his military valor and in his jealous rage.



BROWN FACED A battery of racial double standards during his playing and acting careers, which created an understandably high level of resentment and distrust of many whites, even as white football fans adored him. Like many blacks who have experienced severe racism in their lives, Brown was caught between two extreme and conflicting emotions. For every white person who was decent and honest, he encountered many other whites who were racist and cruel. In the 1950s and 1960s, Brown struggled with these polar opposites. His moods alternated between appreciating the white men like Ed Walsh who helped him overcome race-related obstacles, and despising those who targeted him solely because of the color of his skin, such as college lacrosse opponents who called him a nigger and other racial slurs dozens, maybe hundreds, of times. At one point, frustrated by these experiences, he raised a wall of aloofness that only a few close friends ever scaled.

When the subject of race and truth arose during a 1966 interview, Brown told the white reporter: I speak the truth. If you deny me, youre my enemy. Maybe [the truth] is what Cassius Clay says when he calls all white men the devil. That could be the truth. I cant buy it. That answer is typical Brown: he floats back and forth across the color line.

Then, in the next breath, we see another part of Brown. He used a common Vietnam-era phrase to demonstrate the side of him that distrusted whites. Leaning forward, he pointed a finger in the interviewers face and declared: Listen, youre Charlie, baby. Im fighting you.

No athletenot Jackie Robinson, not Jack Johnson, not Joe Louis, and not even Muhammad Alihas addressed the issue of racism and societys historical mistreatment of blacks and the poor as boldly and consistently as Brown has for decades.

His on-field heroics; his groundbreaking movie roles; his social activism; and perhaps just as important, his willingness to talk publicly about race, both in 1950s America and now, all these decades later, make Brown the most significant black athleteand maybe the most significant athlete, periodin the history of American sports. Jackie Robinsons contribution was vital and historic, as were Muhammad Alis and Jack Johnsons. Johnson was the boxer once described by the Chicago Tribune as the black peril. The level of ugliness he faced was unjust. Johnsons feats were accomplished at a time when race relations in America were at their lowest since slavery. Johnson might be the sole athlete in the history of this country who faced being murdered on a daily basis because of the color of his skin.

Babe Didrikson Zaharias dared to play golf on the mens tour in the 1930s. The New York WorldTelegrams Joe Williams wrote about her: It would be better if she and her ilk stayed at home, got themselves prettied up and waited for the phone to ring. Jimmy Winkfield was the first black jockey to win the Kentucky Derby, and racism forced him to flee America for Russia and eventually Paris. Baseball great Hank Aaron faced numerous death threats as he approached Babe Ruths home run record. Each time Joe Louis fought, it was like a national holiday for blacks, as millions sat around their radios and cheered on their hero. Louis fought bravely while facing great racism as well. One of the many ugly names he was called was the Tan Tarzan. Ring announcers would glibly state, before announcing his impressive credentials, Although colored

What makes Browns accomplishments more impressive than others is that Browns activism has been the most lasting. For five decades he has used the platform of his various careers and businesses, as well as his eloquence, to further his causes and beliefs. No athlete has done all of these things as well or as long as Brown. Not even Ali.

Most would point to Alis lasting greatness as proven by his being awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Bush in 2006. He was also recognized by the World Economic Forum in Switzerland, which promotes dialogue and understanding between the Muslim and Western worlds. Yet Ali has become more popular than Brown because the less the historic boxing champion has been able to speak because of his tragic Parkinsons disease, the more America has warmed up to him.

Brown will never be as liked as Ali because of Browns violent past and because of his continued outspokenness. But that outspokenness puts todays athletes to shame. Brown does not dodge racial booby traps and double standards. He confronts them forcefully and unblinkingly. The modern athlete is fat from corporate dollars and is unaware of, or indifferent to, the sacrifices made by athletes like Brown. Tiger Woods, Michael Jordan, LeBron James, and many others have the financial and social clout to jump-start a much-needed racial conversation, but none has done so. The only high-profile athlete who has touched the issue is Barry Bonds, and his words are often dismissed as simple belligerence (as the words of Brown once were by some whites).

ESPN.com writer Scoop Jackson wrote of this phenomenon:


We live in the era of the soundless athlete. An era in which the highest-profile figures in sports not only say nothing about the condition of the sociopolitical landscape their fan base resides in, but worsethey have nothing to say. Theyll speak of love and hate in Nike commercials, theyll save women falling from buildings in Adidas spots. Theyll dunk cantaloupes in carts in grocery store aisles, theyll chase Afrod dolls through parties trying to get a Sprite. Theyll put tats on their bodies proclaiming love for loved ones and those theyve lost; theyll go on Oprah or Jay Leno and shed tears about their past and how they were lost; theyll do one-on-ones with chosen sportscasters to promote their CDs; theyll form opinions about dress codes. Saying nothing. And, bottom line? Aint none of them wrong. Thats what they are supposed to do. Their silence has emancipated them. Taken them places past their American dreams. Made them our heroes. Some our leaders. To them we look for answers; answers we find in their silence. We applaud their performances, make sure our kids always choose them on NBA Ballers; Live 06 them, Xbox them, DS them, PSP them. All the while accepting their silence. Because their silence has gone past golden. Its now platinum.




Brown has been extremely angry at the reluctance of black athletes to invest money in the dilapidated neighborhoods from which they came. He told the Syracuse Herald-Journal in 1993 that modern black athletes are the most embarrassing collection of individuals I have ever known.

While many high-profile athletes see no evil, Brown works tirelessly attempting to end the annihilation of the black lower class (and to some degree the lower class in general), entering the cracks and crevices of society, the prisons and slums; in other words, places where even a Tiger dare not tread. Brown is not the only athlete or ex-athlete to do this; in one of the toughest neighborhoods in Jacksonville, Florida, a place called Durkeeville, former Wimbledon finalist MaliVai Washington has quietly established one of the most successful after-school programs for disadvantaged kids in the nation. There are other athletes who donate their time and money, but far too few, and none have done what Brown has done for as long as he has done it.

The biggest missing ingredient in todays America, Brown believes, is the black father. To many prisoners and poor people he has touched, poor black people, Brown is that father.

You cannot discuss the life of Brownany scene, any touchdown, any movie rolewithout that discussion involving the context of race. Thus, race (and to some degree sex) is a central subtext of this book.

What is clear is that after dozens of interviews, the careful review of FBI files, and the reading of approximately a thousand newspaper and magazine articles about Brown, there is no single category into which Brown neatly fits. He is the kind of man who is both clearly identifiable and difficult to describe. He is the football star who was cheered by hundreds of thousands of Cleveland fans but was not allowed to eat in the same restaurants with them. He was a movie star but a loner. He loved women yet was accused of physically abusing some of them. He was confident and powerful, yet sometimes insecure. He is dedicated to helping the downtrodden, the poor, the imprisoned, giving perfect strangers a helping hand, yet at times Brown has been strangely distant from his own flesh and blood.

Still, above all, Jim Brown has been a pure individual, one who has lived a fierce life.
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