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He was not born in the woods to be scared by an owl.



Foreword

by Mike Lupica

MY FONDEST MEMORY of George Plimpton came at an annual charity softball game at Herrick Park in East Hampton, N.Y., the Artists and Writers game. It involves a simple line-drive single to the outfield. That might not sound like much. Trust me, it was. So often with moments like it, you had to be there.

And in the end, isn’t that the best thing about sports? The best moments get burned into our memories, and imaginations, and even our hearts, and then stay there forever. George understood that as well as anyone I’ve ever known. It’s why he played the game.

He was a brilliant writer and editor and patron of the arts and actor and character and friend. Maybe his truest and most lasting genius was simply being George Plimpton. He became famous for writing sports books, like this one and Paper Lion and The Bogey Man and Open Net, books in which he stood — and stood in — for all of us, by actually getting into the ring; by getting into the game. There was even the time when he put one over on all of us, in as famous a Sports Illustrated piece as anybody has ever written, by inventing a gifted oddball baseball player named Sidd Finch, and convincing the whole world that Sidd was real.

But there was this one Saturday afternoon in August, not so terribly long before the world was diminished so mightily by George’s passing, when I was reminded of how much he really did love being a jock. How much he really did love being in the game.

The Artists and Writers game is a fine tradition that began in another time in the Hamptons, and somehow has survived time and traffic and the hedge-funders cliché that the South Fork of eastern Long Island has become. Two weeks before Labor Day, a bunch of us still get together and raise money for worthwhile local charities, and enjoy the fellowship of the occasion, on a softball field behind a Waldbaum’s market. What the day has always been, truly, is a town meeting of softball, an end-of-summer tradition that was somehow in place before $50 quarts of lobster salad.

George was in the game and on the Writers team long before I joined the team in the early 1980s. But then he had so much history in this part of the world, including his annual Fourth of July fireworks party. The fireworks display, as you can imagine, was big. Everything George did was big.

We didn’t know he was going to show up that day in 2000. He just did. I was thrilled to see him. Everybody was. From the time I first met him, when I was in college in Boston and writing for the Boston Phoenix and we sat together in the bleachers at Fenway Park one afternoon, he had made any trip to the ballpark better. He was about to do it again.

He was greeted like a rock star by players from both teams, and by the people in the crowd, so many of whom had shown up to see some of the singers and actors who so often would end up on the Artists team. The late, great Roy Scheider was their starting pitcher for years and years. One year Paul Simon knocked in the late Christopher Reeve with the winning run in the bottom of the 9th. But the fans sure knew who George Plimpton was. They knew he was a star. I had known since the first time I had ever read him as a kid.

I forget what inning Ken Auletta, our captain, sent him up to hit. My recollection is that it was early, because George said he couldn’t stay for the whole game. I hadn’t seen him in a few years, and could tell that he had aged, and was moving slowly. But he was, by God, going to get at least one more swing in the Artists and Writers game. And if he put the ball in play, Ken wanted me to run for him.

If you were George’s age, or had some kind of injury, or simply hadn’t played softball for a long time, tradition would give you a runner, and sometimes from home to first. The runner would take a spot behind the catcher, to make it fair for the guys in the field if the batter actually did put the ball in play.

When Ken told George he had a runner for him, George, in his usual courtly manner, said, “I’m fine running for myself, thank you.” Ken still nodded at me and told me to go over and get into position to take off for first if he managed to get his bat on the ball.

So there he stood that day, still as skinny as he was when he played quarterback for the Lions, and when he boxed with Archie Moore. Bat held high, in an almost regal way. It’s slow-pitch softball in our game. But he looked as serious as if he were standing in against Tom Seaver, or Sandy Koufax in his prime. It meant he was still George, even in his 70s. He wanted to get a hit.

And he did. Did he ever. He hit the first pitch he saw on a line into left field.

At which point, I took off for first base.

So did George.

If he saw me take off from behind him and to his right, he paid no attention. Or simply didn’t care. When you get a hit like that, then you’re still a jock. You’re still the guy who wanted to get into the game and then write books about doing it. Mostly you wanted to be young again, and run. For yourself.

George ran inside the first-base line. I ran outside it. I was already laughing before he saw me, like he was glancing into the side mirror on his car and saw a small car trying to pass him in the right-hand lane. Then he started laughing. The only concession I made to his age was downshifting so that he could get to first base before I did.

The crowd loved it. He smiled as he stood on first and gave me a quick high five. Then he said to me what he had said to Ken Auletta: “I can run for myself, thank you.” And did. And did look young, and happy.

So we had that shared history at the softball game. There was a bit more that always made me happy, especially when he was gone. The first house I ever rented up the road in Sagaponack was a beautiful old house at the intersection of Sagg Main and Hedges Lane. I shared it that summer with the writer and boxing commentator, Larry Merchant, and his family. Later I learned that that house had been purchased by George Plimpton.

It means that when people ask me where my own history began in that part of the world — I met my wife there and got married there and owned my own first house there — I will always be able to say, “In the Plimpton house.”

I will tell you this about George Plimpton, after having spent a lifetime of my own writing about sports: He really was a wonderful sportswriter. It started with him being such a gifted reporter. He had that kind of eye, something you either have or don’t. On top of all that, George Plimpton had the essential skill of any good sportswriter: He always knew what the story was. And where it was. An old editor of mine at the New York Daily News, Jim Willse, used to talk about what he called the “frozen moment.” You found it at the event you were covering, and froze it in time, and built your piece from there.

But please understand: None of this would have mattered if George Plimpton, a son of privilege who loved locker rooms and jocks, couldn’t write like a dream.

Here is just one frozen moment from Shadow Box, the book you are about to read, about the day he climbed into the ring with Archie Moore at Stillman’s Gym:

“He came at me quite briskly, and as I poked at him tentatively, his left reached out and thumped me alarmingly. As he moved around the ring he made a curious humming sound in his throat, a sort of peaceful aimless sound one might make pruning a flower bed, except that from time to time the hum would rise quite abruptly, and bang! he could cuff me alongside the head. I would sense the leaden feeling of being hit, and almost acrid whiff of leather off his gloves, and I would blink through the sympathetic response and try to focus on his face, which looked slightly startled, as if he could scarcely believe he had done such a thing. Then I’d hear the humming again, barely distinguishable against the singing in my own head.”


A three-minute round. Four sentences. Telling you what it is like to be hit. Once, Mike Tyson sat in a dressing room and listened to some British boxing writers tell him that they had just been with Tyrell Biggs and his people, a few days before Tyson vs. Biggs, and it sounded like they had a good plan for him — Tyson — on Saturday night.

Tyson looked up and said, “Everybody’s got a plan ’til they get hit.”

George got into the ring that day, even in a controlled setting, even knowing Archie wasn’t there to do real damage to him, because he had to know what it was like to get hit. And then he told us.

There is so much more to Shadow Box. There is a bigger story to be told: George not just entering the ring for a few minutes but taking a longer journey through the world of boxing, a sport that has attracted so many literary giants, including his old friend Ernest Hemingway. Across that journey, George shows you the skills of a champion.

George’s own best character was himself. If you were lucky enough to know him, you know what great company he was, a storyteller as gifted at a table at Elaine’s as he was in the pages of one of his wonderful books. Enjoy his company in Shadow Box. It is the best thing about these books. You still get the privilege, and pure fun, of spending time with George Plimpton, who sure could hit.


CHAPTER 1

[image: chapter ornament]

I NEVER UNDERSTOOD boxing. When I was a boy, I think if my family had pointed out a famous prizefighter in the same restaurant, I would have stared at him, but out of curiosity, not admiration. Certainly I never liked the art itself. At school, once a month, we were required to box down in the gym — paired off, with enormous gloves tied to our pipestem arms. When the master blew his whistle, we strained and lifted up these monstrous pillows to push and flail them at each other. It was the worst time of the month. Sometimes you could make an arrangement with your opponent. “Let’s pretend,” you could whisper nervously, and if he nodded wide-eyed at the temerity of the suggestion, you could have a reasonably good time. You could throw a tremendous stiff-armed haymaker, miss, and fall down on the wood floor. But there were always many in the class — just about everyone, it occurs to me — from whom you could never hope for any such accommodation. You could see it in their eyes. The thought of trying “let’s pretend” would linger, but only until the master’s whistle would blow.

These, who liked to sock and who listened carefully to the master’s instructions as to how to do it better, went on to be admirable people, I suppose: abstract expressionists, scratch golfers, bond salesmen, police chiefs, bagpipe players, defensive tackles, most members of the New York Yacht Club, taxicab drivers, military men, of course; and they married young, and a lot of them were politicians, contractors, deep-sea fishermen, insurance salesmen, certain types of tennis players who play doubles very close to the net, daily columnists, duck hunters, citizens’-band users, Little League coaches, just about everyone in the repair business, short-order cooks, and goat ranchers. There are many others.
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The other category — the nonpunching types — is large, too. I am not good at lists of this sort, but I do know that the latter category includes all apartment-house doormen, a group who have agreed very early to accommodation, to “let’s pretend.” They are supposed to be custodians, the grandest of them in brown greatcoats with gold buttons in a long row down the front, and occasionally they help unload a taxi. They rock back and forth on their heels. Everyone who lives in the apartment house must pass by. But, in fact, in the cells of the high rises that rear up behind them a huge range of activity — some of it splendid, much of it humdrum, some of it traumatic — goes on over which the doormen have no control. Like deaf zoo-keepers they stand at the entryway to all this. “Yes, madam, the Zuckermans live on the fifth floor.” They are custodians, but they are not committed, which is why on occasion in New York City doormen submit with great ease to having adhesive tape pasted over their mouths by armed robbers with satchels going up to fleece the Zuckermans. The doormen are quite docile about it. Later, they are discovered seated, tied to the finely polished oak benches in the lobby. Their eyes roll above the tape.

As a youngster I came home past a doorman. He was very large and important-looking, but even at a young age I knew that he was a nonbelligerent. He was a polite Englishman. When he blew a whistle for a taxi, he never gave it a furious blast the way a policeman would — or an abstract expressionist, or a goat rancher. His name was John.

“John, we boxed today,” I told him.

“I see you are unscathed,” he said. “You are either very nimble, or the other poor chap is a ruin.”

He said that every month.

Outside of those gym sessions at school, I never hit anyone when I was growing up. Once, down on Lexington Avenue and Ninety-sixth Street, my younger brother and I were accosted by a pair of kids a couple of years older, perhaps eleven or twelve. They were nervous about what they were going to do. We were coming back from Sunday School. They demanded our money, backing us against a wall, and my brother shot his fists up — they were about the size of plums — in a classic old-time-fighter’s stance, like a miniature Jem Mace in the boxing prints, but I said, No, no, no, and I forked over the twenty cents that was left over from busfare. The shame of it lasts to this day. My brother and I never talked about it. I didn’t say anything to John, the doorman, when we went up to the apartment. I told Mother. I told her that I had tried to trick the thieves by handing over what I thought was an empty fake-leather change purse, thinking that the twenty cents was in my other pocket, but I heard the coins click inside when I gave it to them, and they turned and ran. So they got everything.

“It wasn’t very good thinking in the first place,” my mother had said, “since the purse was worth a dollar.” She got a detective up to the apartment from the local precinct station and suggested, as he was writing up his report, that he hang around the local cigar stores where these sorts of kids lounged around, to see if he could, as she put it, “hear anything.”
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I could have gone peaceably enough through life without taking a poke at anyone or being poked at, but then, when I became a writer for Sports Illustrated, in the late fifties, and got involved in “participatory journalism” — that ugly descriptive — friends would say, “Well, now that you’ve played professional baseball and are writing a book about it, and you’re thinking of basketball and football and playing the tambourine in some music group, and all those things, when are you going to fight a professional fighter? When are you going to fight Sonny Liston?”

“Well, I’m not going to fight anyone,” I said. “I am going to play tennis. Perhaps I am going to sing. Would it not be interesting to sing in the Metropolitan Opera?”

It was not that my friends turned away and shamed me, or kept badgering me, but finally that I realized that boxing was perhaps the ultimate confrontation, certainly the most time-honored one — one man versus another in the most basic terms — and that I could hardly go on as a participatory journalist without investigating the sport.

I began considering how to go about it. My notion became to persuade a champion fighter to box a three-round exhibition for which I would train extensively, learning as much as I could about the profession and its practitioners as I went along. I decided to write a letter. Floyd Patterson was the heavyweight champion then, just a few pounds over my weight. He might have been a better fighter to contact for what I wanted to do, since, as Red Smith once wrote about him, he looked like a man who wanted to carry an opponent and didn’t know how. He could have practiced on me. But a friend pointed out that things were going to be difficult enough without my trying to fight out of my class, especially up in a heavier division. “If you’re going to box someone in another division,” he said, “pick the bantam-weights.”

So I sat down and wrote an extremely polite letter to Archie Moore, who was in the proper weight classification and was then the light-heavyweight champion of the world. The little I had read or heard about him suggested that he was exactly right for my purposes. Quite unlike the withdrawn Patterson, Moore was a flamboyant and gregarious champion; he was a favorite of journalists for his liveliness of mind; he was certainly a distinguished figure in his profession, being a sly craftsman (one of his monikers was The Mongoose) who had knocked out more people than anyone else in ring history. Everything I read and heard about him (except perhaps the latter) I liked. I had seen him fight Rocky Marciano in the Polo Grounds — the only prizefight I had attended. Moore suckered the champion into the wrong moves, but he didn’t (though he knocked the champion down once) have the power to capitalize on them. By the eighth round, he was in awful trouble. The reports were that the ring physician, Dr. Nardiello, came and looked at him in his corner; he found him battered, one eye nearly closed; he leaned forward to look at matters more closely, and he heard Moore whispering, “Don’t stop it, Doc; let me try once more with a desperado,” and the doctor let him.

In my letter I asked Moore if in the cause of literature — a phrase I underlined once or twice — he would be willing to come to New York to fight a three-round exhibition. He wrote back promptly on a letterhead which included a head portrait of himself, a montage reproduction of a few representative newspaper clippings extolling his virtues, and an embossed announcement down one side of the stationery that the missive was from the “Offices of the Light-Heavyweight Champion.” He told me that he would be delighted to participate. There was barely enough room left on the letterhead for him to say this.

My feelings on receipt of his letter were mixed: one, a fine sense of anticipation, of curiosity; the other, a foreboding, a vision of opening a door and stepping across the sill into a terrifying place, a Bedlam, not unlike what years later Muhammad Ali described so brilliantly as the “Near Room,” a place to which, when he got into trouble in the ring, he imagined the door swung half open and inside he could see neon, orange, and green lights blinking, and bats blowing trumpets and alligators playing trombones, and where he could hear snakes screaming. Weird masks and actors’ clothes hung on the wall, and if he stepped across the sill and reached for them, he knew that he was committing himself to his own destruction. As for me, I had indeed stepped across the sill. It had been done. I had no illusions about what happens when a professional boxer, with his mind on his job, finds an amateur in the ring with him. The professional is invariably in complete control, and only his temper and his state of mind dictate what he is going to do to the fellow pawing nervously at him … the latter’s status just a jot or so above that of a mouse being cuffed around by a finely conditioned cat.

But with all of it so far away I allowed myself the luxury of imagining that somehow I was going to … well, startle my opponent. Mark Twain once wrote, “The best swordsman in the world doesn’t need to fear the second-best swordsman in the world; no, the person for him to be afraid of is some ignorant antagonist who has never had a sword in his hand before; he doesn’t do the thing he ought to do, and so the expert isn’t prepared for him; he does the thing he ought not to do, and often it catches the expert out and ends him on the spot.”

John, my old doorman, would have understood that. Even if he had been rocking back and forth on his heels in front of a place as mysterious and sinister as the Near Room, he would have bowed slightly and smiled, and if I told him I was going in there to fight against the light-heavyweight champion of the world, he would have declared, with his gentle optimism, “Oh yes, how nice, how very nice … The other poor chap will be a ruin.”


CHAPTER 2
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I HAD TWO months in which to get a quite questionable apparatus ready for the confrontation with Archie Moore. I am not properly constituted to fight. I am built rather like a bird of the stiltlike, wader variety — the avocets, limpkins, and herons. Since boyhood my arms have remained sticklike: I can slide my watch up my arm almost to the elbow. I have a thin, somewhat fragile nose which bleeds easily. Once, in my military days, I brought up my hand in a smart salute which banged the tip of my nostrils and started a slight nosebleed there in ranks, a bead of blood quivering at the end of my nose, like a drop at a shot bird’s beak, before it fell to the dust of the parade ground. A lieutenant colonel stared at me solemnly. He sighed slightly and went on down the line.

Also, I suffer from a condition which the medical profession refers to as “sympathetic response,” which means that when I am hit or cuffed around, I weep. It is an involuntary reaction: the tears come and there is nothing I can do except dab at them with a fist.

Charley Goldman, Rocky Marciano’s famous, gnomelike trainer, once said of fighters built along my lines, “You know them fighters with long necks and them long, pointy chins. They cost you more for smellin’ salts than they do for food.”
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Yet, I knew the first step in getting ready for Moore was to find a trainer like Charley Goldman willing to take me on. I reached a man named George Brown. I had been introduced to him by Ernest Hemingway, who always spoke of him with highest regard — as a boxer who could have been a champion fighter if he had been able to accept the idea that he was going to be hit once in a while. But having classic features better suited, perhaps, to an Irish dandy sitting astride a hunter, he stayed on the periphery of boxing, as the proprietor of a famous gymnasium on Fifty-seventh Street, where he sparred with a fancy New York clientele, if they were of a mind to try it, and where he taught boxing. Hemingway spoke of his skills with awe, saying that he could never remember having landed a good punch during a sparring session with Brown.

So I telephoned Brown. After I had explained what I wished of him, he said no, he was taking a job on the Isle of Pines, off Cuba, and wouldn’t be able to help me train for the fight. He admitted that the idea of preparing a “tiger” to go against the light-heavyweight champion intrigued him, but frankly, and he hoped I didn’t mind his saying so, he felt that in his future he’d be better off in Cuba — despite the fact that Fidel Castro’s forces were beginning to work down from the Sierra Maestra and the place was in a political uproar. He was very polite about it and jocular at the same time.

“Well, what am I going to do, George?” I asked. I told him I had been advised by Martin Kane, of Sports Illustrated, to go down to Stillman’s Gym, on Eighth Avenue, and get myself a trainer — I mentioned Charley Goldman and Joe Fariello — and work out in that crowd for at least a month.

Brown was appalled. “Stay out of Stillman’s,” he said. “You’ll get some awful disease fooling around there. Stillman and his people don’t know what a mop looks like, much less how to push such a thing through the crud in that place …”

“How about the trainers?” I asked.

Brown sounded very concerned on the other end of the phone. “Listen,” he said, “most of the trainers you’ll find in Stillman’s don’t have the brains God gave a goat. Maybe they’ll give you one lesson — how to lace on the gloves — but then they’ll get you up there in the ring for their bums to maul you around so you ‘learn experience.’ You’ll get ruined. Listen,” Brown said, “if you have to go to Stillman’s, go and work on the light bag, the heavy bag, but don’t get yourself pushed into the ring if anyone else is fooling around in there. Go into the ring when it’s empty — alone — shadowbox, get the feeling of the canvas, and get out if anyone starts climbing through the ropes. I don’t care if it’s Lou Stillman himself, or someone who looks like your grandmother … get out!”

“They’d really tee off on me?” I asked.

“In the ring with those guys you’re fair game,” Brown said. “Those guys’ll hit anything moving — the timekeeper, if he got in there; a handyman sent in to check the ring posts; anybody. And as for a writer, those guys’d smack a writer on the beak just to see what would happen.”

Brown heard me whistle softly over the phone; he said, “Don’t forget, in the ring friendship ceases; and as for fooling around with Stillman’s crowd, you’d be better off jumping into a bear pit. Wouldn’t smell as bad.”

With George Brown warning me sternly away from physical contact with the trainers in New York’s gyms, I fell back on the theory that I could teach myself what to do from books and a self-imposed training program. I paid a visit to the library of the Racquet Club, on Park Avenue, where a small section of the shelves was devoted to boxing. I looked through the titles for a manual and arbitrarily selected one of a number — a thin volume which produced a fine aroma of mold when removed from the shelf. The Art and Practice of English Boxing, the volume was called, first published in 1807. I took it off to one of the library’s large leather chairs, settled myself down, arranged a wooden footrest under my feet, reached up then and switched on a reading lamp — all this with a genuine sense of accomplishment, of getting underway. Around me, unaware that a fellow member was starting his preparations to fight the light-heavyweight champion of the world, quite a few members dozed in their chairs. One of them, in an adjoining chair, slept with a thin page of the Wall Street Journal over his face, the paper rising and falling barely perceptibly to his gentle snores. The library is used for sleeping as much as for reading. But it was peaceful that afternoon, some of the leather chairs occupied but quiescent, a fire murmuring in the grate the loudest sound in the room, and so I opened up The Art and Practice of English Boxing and began.

The first paragraph, devoted to some general remarks, included a reassuring sentence: “Both parties,” the line read, referring to contestants in the ring, “should keep in the best humours possible.” How this was to be done was not specified, but at least the inference was that George Brown’s dictum that friendship ceases in the ring was not inflexible. I shifted comfortably in my chair and read on:

“One of the chief studies of a pugilist of character is to know where he can most successfully plant his blows. The parts of the body in which a blow is struck with the greatest probability of terminating the battle, are on the eye, between the eyebrows, on the bridge of the nose, or the temporal artery, beneath the left ear, under the short ribs, and in the pit of the stomach … a blow under the left ear forces back the blood which proceeds from the head to the heart [I shifted uneasily in my chair] … so that the vessels and sinews of the brain are overcharged, particularly the smaller ones, which being of too delicate a texture to resist so great a change of blood, burst … and an effusion of blood succeeding from the aperatures of the head completes his business …”

My footrest fell over with a crash. In the next chair the member under his Wall Street Journal gasped and came awake; panic seized him under the pale sheet of the paper and he fought for air, batting feebly at the Journal with his hands; a foot flew up and his footrest toppled over. The library stirred and heads came up over the backs of those deep chairs and revolved suspiciously, bridling and haughty, before sinking again from view. Some throats were cleared. I heard the click of a pocket watch being snapped shut. The library began to settle down. My neighbor and I reached for our footrests; I returned somewhat gloomily to my reading.

But I kept to it, afternoons on end. I read everything I could find — manuals, histories, autobiographies. Sometimes in my reading — to my relief — I turned up chronicles which made me feel much more comfortable about the world I was entering; for one thing, it was not entirely occupied by killers: there was “Fainting Phil” Scott, an English heavyweight who survived a twelve-year career in the ring (1919–1931) with very little ability. He was actually the heavyweight champion of England for a while, but writers referred to him as the “‘so-called’ heavyweight,” very often as the “Horizontal Heavyweight,” and on occasion as the “Swooning Swan of the Soho.” His particular maneuver was to sink to the canvas at the first suggestion of a low blow and cry, “Foul!” — hoping that the referee would award him the fight on a technical ruling. He tried this for nine fights in a row; the referees finally caught on, and after the Jack Sharkey fight in 1930, in which Scott, as usual, claimed from the canvas that he had been hit in the groin, the referee announced, “Scott is the yellowest bum I ever saw. For ten cents I’d take him into any cellar and give him a licking myself.”

Even after Scott left the ring he continued to elicit waggish comments. One writer said that the common practice of setting a retired boxer up in his own pub would not have worked with “Fainting Phil,” since every time Scott heard the bell on the cash register he would have doubled over and stretched out on the bar. In one of the books I found a picture of him in boxing togs — a thinnish fighter … with a build not unlike mine … with rather elegant, slightly startled features who looked as if he were sniffing something as he peered out over his upraised fists.

There were a few others like him. I kept notes on them, as if they could keep me company. One of my favorites was Jack Doyle, who was known as the Irish Thrush for his habit of singing in his corner before a bout. He was an awful fighter. Once, while he was singing “Mother Machree,” a friend sighed, “Ah, if he could only fight her instead of sing her.”

Naturally, the books I concentrated on were the manuals, trying to imagine as I sat in the deep leather chairs how I could transpose what I read to my solitary exercises in the club gym. The most arresting of the books was one by Jack Dempsey; its first words were as follows: “What would happen if a year-old baby fell from a fourth-floor apartment onto the head of a burly truckdriver standing on the sidewalk?” As if this stunning opening were not enough, it was accompanied by an illustration: it showed a truckman in uniform, wearing a cloth hat, and striding purposefully along, his features suggesting a personable fellow lost in thought — perhaps what he was going to have for supper that night — thoughts that could not have included an awareness of his imminent and peculiar doom. Two or three feet above his head was the baby, diapered, its mouth ajar, descending from an upstairs fourth-floor apartment at a sharp speed indicated by a broken black arrow pointed violently downward and labeled “gravity.”

I cannot recall any book I have read which started off with such panache. I hurried on. “It’s practically certain,” I read, “that the truckman would be knocked unconscious. He might die of brain concussion or a broken neck. Even an innocent little baby can become a dangerous missile when its bodyweight is set into fast motion.”

The italicized part of the sentence turned out to be Dempsey’s secret of success — to get power behind such an ineffective missile as a fist (or a baby). I looked back at the illustration. The baby’s expression was hard to decipher; it was not clear whether it wanted its body weight set in fast motion. The text had nothing further to divulge about the young innocent, not even its fate after conking the trucker, though it turned up in the next sentence of the book, used rather brutally as a bridge to Dempsey’s next thought: “… mention of the baby reminds me of what happened at Toledo. Standing there under that blazing Ohio sun I felt like a baby as I glanced across the ring …”

From such books I took notes when they seemed pertinent. I prepared a file. I supplemented my reading with more contemporary material. When I left the library in the evening, I bought boxing magazines at the newsstands. The inside covers invariably carried the same Charles Atlas advertisement (“Don’t Be Half a Man!”) that I remembered from the scrawniest days of my youth … the same picture of the “World’s Number 1 Body Builder” poised in a leopard loincloth, the identical typography and layout that I remembered … indeed such a strong tug from the past that I turned to the cover to assure myself that I had bought a current issue. The dialogue was certainly the same: the couple under the beach umbrella and the bully running past (“Hey! Quit kicking that sand in our faces!” and the girl commenting, “That man is the worst nuisance on the beach”), with the bully in the next panel returning with his insulting, “I’d smash your face … only you’re so skinny you might dry up and blow away,” leading on to the humiliation in the next panel — the girl looking over her shoulder and saying scornfully to Mac (the strip was entitled “The Insult That Made a Man Out of Mac”), “Oh, don’t let it bother you, little boy,” a devastating zinger, that “little boy” business, which quite predictably drove Mac in the next panel to kick over the furniture and a lamp in frustration (“I’m sick and tired of being a scarecrow … Charles Atlas says he can give me a real body … I’ll gamble a stamp”), and then the denouement on the beach as, transformed by the Atlas Method into Herculean stature, Mac beats up the bully (“Now it’s your turn to dry up and blow away”), the fine spectacle of his revenge being witnessed by three girls now, sitting demurely on the sand, one of them saying, “Oh, Mac! You are a real man after all!”

In my preparation for Archie Moore, I passed up sending for the Charles Atlas material. I recalled it had not wrought any discernible changes in my eleven-year-old body. Besides, there were other advertisements in the boxing magazine which seemed more suitable. I was especially drawn to one which showed an item referred to as the Killer Karate Krusher. It seemed to be some sort of leather gripper (the illustrations were always very dim in advertisements of this sort, as if the picture of the device had been taken through a keyhole by a spy on the run). The hyperbolic come-on for the Krusher was in the best tradition of such notices: MAYBE YOU DON’T WANT TO BREAK A BRICK IN TWO WITH YOUR BARE FISTS OR RIP A PHONE BOOK IN HALF — BUT WOULDN’T IT BE GREAT IF YOU COULD! The text went on to say that the exercises with the Krusher had been developed from the centuries-old secrets of Japanese Killer Cults and were quite capable of turning the user into a “two-fisted tank of power.” I ordered the Krusher; I also ordered what showed on the opposite page: the 007 “Twister” — a piece of steel tubing, ribbed like a length of vacuum-cleaner hose, which was being bent double in the hands of a broad-chested blond youth with two girls leaning in on him from either side, their heads resting on the slopes of his shoulders. The “Twister” came ready made — it could be used “right out of the box for musclebuilding fun” — and it gave its user after almost no time at all “the power to lift girls over your head with one arm.” The headline at the top of the page read MUSCLE UP AND MAKE OUT!

Very heady stuff. I also ordered a nutritional “wildcat” drink named Crashweight Formula #7 that was guaranteed in vibrant prose “to put an end to your hungry-looking muscle-poor body.” There were before-and-after photographs showing what happened to somebody who had quaffed the Formula #7 — in the “before” picture a thinnish fellow standing almost hidden in the shadows with his hands on his waist, holding up a pair of oversize boxer trunks, with the “after” picture showing a cataclysmic change to someone of such muscled proportions that his arm could hardly hang naturally at his side.

Odd. I cannot remember the 007 Twister’s arriving, or the Krusher’s, but I recall the Crashweight Formula #7’s arriving. I certainly do not remember drinking the stuff. I suppose it arrived and sat on a shelf somewhere. What took my mind off these devices was that the phone rang one morning and it was George Brown on the other end. He said that the job on the Isle of Pines had not worked out, and that as long as he was back in New York, he was willing to take me on. What had I been doing to get ready, he wanted to know.

Well, I had ordered some equipment, I had been doing a lot of reading. Not much else. I heard him grunt. Reading!

I told him that some of it had been interesting. I wanted to tell him about ordering the Killer Karate Krusher and the 007 Twister and about Dempsey’s baby and the trucker striding along under it, but I thought I’d wait.


CHAPTER 3

[image: chapter ornament]

GEORGE BROWN WENT to work. The reading tapered off. He got me to stop smoking — from two or three packs to nothing, cold turkey, pointing out that it was not likely that I would ever find a better reason for quitting (short of a lung disease) than having to get into condition to fight the light-heavyweight champion. In the Racquet Club gymnasium he began showing me the boxing fundamentals themselves — how to throw the jab and duck slightly behind the right to protect oneself from the counterpunch. Though he taught me one or two combinations, and we worked on the heavy bag, he said we would “rely” mostly on the jab. “No man, I don’t care who he is,” Brown explained, “likes to have a glove flicking around his eyes. It’s like a fly up there. So we’re going to stick him — peck, peck, peck; just keep that glove floating in his face.”

He worked me hard. I learned what an extraordinary length of time three minutes of effort in a ring is; that even holding one’s arms extended, especially with the gloves on, requires considerable stamina and strength. I could understand the extensive exercises Albert Speer reported Hitler went through to hold the fascist salute while reviewing the long columns of troops. Much of the work was simply conditioning — working with weights, strengthening the stomach muscles so I wouldn’t get “sick,” as George Brown put it, when I was hit there. At the end of the workout I would work at the heavy bag, circling it, peppering it for three-minute stretches, and finally, to conclude things, I would face the light bag that hung from its swivel under the bangboard. Along with skipping rope, it was the traditional boxer’s exercise — the rat-a-tat-tat you could hear out in the street from the innards of Gleason’s or Stillman’s. It seemed symbolic in my case; though the bag was easy enough to hit four or five times, it then escaped the rhythm and slued violently around on its swivel, as independent as a balloon losing its air.

Brown arranged things for me to do outside the gym. He ordered me out into Central Park to run in the early morning. I hated getting up to do it. It was certainly one of the burdens of a fighter’s life. In my Racquet Club reading I had read that Willie Pep once caught Jake LaMotta spiking his premorning-run orange juice with a jigger of brandy to make the exercise more palatable. “Hell, Willie,” LaMotta explained, “I don’t run good, but I’m the happiest guy in the world.”

Once out there, though, I enjoyed it. I told Brown how lovely it was in the Park, with the light of the sun coming up, making the facades of the buildings on the West Side shine like a theater curtain in the footlights; and if one ran down by the zoo, the lions were grunting and the keepers were getting ready for the morning feedings. The seal pond was very lively at that hour.

Brown made a face and said I was not tending to business. Always I had to remember why I was out there — and that I should try to work up a controlled rage against Archie Moore, seeing him always in my mind’s eye, shadowboxing as if his presence were just beyond reach, and to hell with what was going on in the seal pond. He told me that when Gene Tunney was training for Dempsey, he would take off time to play golf, but even on the course he would tag after his drive, shuffling and feinting and shadowboxing, and his caddy, hurrying after him, could hear him muttering between his teeth, “Dempsey … Dempsey … Dempsey.”

So I tried it while running through Central Park on those cold mornings, whispering between my teeth, “Moore … Moore … Moore,” but the picture that hastened into my mind was not a reassuring one at all: a mental vision of Archie Moore glowering down over his gloves, and enormous, dwarfing the ring as if he had been pumped up with helium and steadied in his corner of the ring with guy ropes. He swayed and looked down at me. “Moore … Moore … Moore!” No, I could not cook up much rage against him. It was best to let the mind go blank and run mindlessly past the tree trunks and under the footbridges, where the echo of my sneakers against the vaulted ceilings was sharp.

We began sparring sessions with a friend, Peter Gimbel, who had been coached for the Golden Gloves by George Brown when Gimbel was an undergraduate at Yale. Peter was a stockbroker (he left the brokerage business not long after to pursue his great love, which was ocean diving, and to make films about it, most notably one on his search for the great white shark), and he would arrive at the Yale Club with his attaché case to meet me and George Brown. We would change and spar in the gym, a high-ceilinged room which was being used as a temporary storage area for scores of stuffed-animal heads from the walls of the bar and lounge — an antlered spectator row of moose, elk and deer under whose dull agate stares Peter and I shoved and belted each other around. The room seemed very crowded. Sometimes members came in and exercised on the rowing machines in the corner, and one afternoon, glimpsed over Peter’s shoulder during a clinch, I saw an elderly man in a gym suit lying on his back and straining to lift a tiny barbell — it didn’t seem much bigger than two golf balls impaled on the opposite ends of a cane.

Peter and I sparred on a large blue wrestling mat — Brown off to one side, watching, calling out “peck! peck! peck! come on now! come on now!” keeping us at it for three minutes at a time, sometimes more if he felt I could take it, until finally the breath whistled out of me with calliope shrillness, the arms and body sagging, and Brown would say, “twenty more seconds, come on now! peck! peck! peck!” as the knees would begin to flutter, and Peter’s face blur behind his gloves, and then Brown would stop it. I would stumble off the wrestling mat to crouch down among the moose heads; he’d call out, “No, no, on your feet, take big breaths, fill your lungs … only forty-five seconds to get your breath back,” and I would stand ashen-faced and gulp in sweat-tainted draughts of gymnasium air.

There seemed no respite. Once, just as the rest time was expiring, two men in Yale-blue sweatsuits strode in and threw themselves down on our mat, where they began to wrestle — furiously and with long sad gasps of exertion. I was relieved. There wasn’t enough room on the mat for the four of us to compete; the wrestlers’ innocent usurpation of our mat meant a halt. But Brown led us quickly into an empty squash court just off the gymnasium and set us at it again — our gym shoes shuffling across the tiles — and I remember the sharp echoes in that white chamber, and how the walls seemed to perspire in the heat.

We usually spent an hour in the gym, and then, after showering and having a drink in the dressing room, the three of us would ride uptown in a taxi — Peter with his attaché case at his feet, Brown holding the equipment bag with the boxing paraphernalia on his knees — and the two of them would argue about boxers, most often about the relative merits of Joe Louis versus Jack Dempsey. George Brown said that Dempsey could have licked anybody in the modern era easy as pie; he was just the greatest tiger there had been, “except for this tiger we got sitting here in the cab,” and he would laugh and dig me in the ribs. “Why, this tiger could take Dempsey and Louis in one afternoon and chew up Gene Tunney in the evening time,” and I would look out the window at Third Avenue in the rain and think how much I enjoyed being called “Tiger.”

Once, George Brown motioned out into the street and he told me that I now knew enough to take on just about 95% of the people out there — wouldn’t have no trouble with them at all — and I looked out at the pedestrians, innocently hurrying along in the rain with their shopping bags, and I thought, “Fancy that.” I felt like a substantial piece of weaponry being transported in the back of the cab. I hoped they’d refer to me as a “Tiger” again. There wasn’t a more satisfactory word.


CHAPTER 4
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THE FIGHT, OR exhibition, or what people later called “that time when you …” took place in Stillman’s Gym, which was a famous and rickety boxers’ establishment on Eighth Avenue just down from Columbus Circle. A dark stairway led up into a gloomy vaultlike room, rather like the hold of an old galleon. One heard the sound before one’s eyes acclimatized: the slap-slap of the ropes being skipped, the thud of leather into the big heavy bags that squeaked from their chains as they swung, the rattle of the speed bags, the muffled sounds of gym shoes on the canvas of the rings (there were two rings), the snuffle of the fighters breathing out through their noses, and, every three minutes, the sharp clang of the ring bell. The atmosphere was of a fetid jungle twilight. When Gene Tunney trained at Stillman’s, he wanted to open the windows, which were so caked that it was hard to pick out where they were in the wall. “Let’s clear this place out with some fresh air,” he had said, and everybody had looked at him astonished. Johnny Dundee, the featherweight champion at the time, made an oft-quoted remark: “Fresh air? Why, that stuff is likely to kill us!”

[image: The author arrives at Stillman’s Gym for a training session before his bout with Archie Moore. (Herb Scharfman)]
The author arrives at Stillman’s Gym for a training session before his bout with Archie Moore. (Herb Scharfman)



The proprietor was Lou Stillman himself. His real name was Lou Ingber, but he had managed Stillman’s so long — it was originally opened by a pair of philanthropist millionaires as a charity mission to bring in kids off the street — that he found himself named for the gym that he made famous. His attitude about his place was as follows: “The way these guys like it, the filthier it is, the better. Maybe it makes them feel more at home.” He announced this in what Budd Schulberg had once described as a “garbage-disposal voice.” He sat up on a high stool under the automatic timer that set off the ring bell.

I remember him for leaning forward off the stool and delivering himself of a succession of tiny spits — oh, the size of BB shots — and though there were signs nailed up everywhere that read NO RUBBISH OR SPITTING ON THE FLOOR, UNDER PENALTY OF THE LAW, Stillman himself expectorated at almost every breath. Perhaps he felt that he was exonerated by the infinitesimal size of his offerings.

I had gone in there to ask him if we could take over the premises for an hour or so; I told him about Archie Moore and what we hoped to do. Sports Illustrated would pay him a small sum for the inconvenience. He did not seem especially surprised. An eyebrow might have been raised. It turned out that he condoned almost anything that would break the dreary tedium of the workouts — the never-ending three-minute doomsday clang of the ring bell, the mind-stupefying slamming of the punching-bag equipment — and that in the grim steerage-hold atmosphere much more hanky-panky and joking went on, perhaps as a sort of therapy, than one might have expected. For years the fall guy for practical jokes had been a huge scar-faced black fighter known as Battling Norfolk, employed by Stillman as a rubdown man, who became such a target for the hotfoot, or a bucket of water on the nape of the neck, that as he moved around the gym he revolved, turning to make sure no one was coming up on him from behind. They never let up on him. When he answered the phone, an explosive charge would go off; a skeleton was set up in the little cubicle in the back reaches of the gym where he gave his rubdowns, and when he saw it there, glistening in the dull light, he gave a scream and was said to have fainted, crashing up against the wood partition.

Perhaps Stillman saw me as another in the line of Battling Norfolks. He agreed to turn over his premises, though he told me what a businesslike establishment he was running there, and what a considerable inconvenience it was going to be to stop operations for the hour or so of the exhibition. Couldn’t Sports Illustrated come up with more scratch? I said that I would see what I could do. I told him that, frankly, it was the least of my worries.

As the day of the fight approached, I began to get notes in the mail. I don’t know who sent them. Most of them were signed with fighters’ names — aphorisms, properly terse, and almost all somewhat violent in tone. I suspected Peter Gimbel, my sparring partner, but he would not fess up.

One of them read, “If you get belted and see three fighters through a haze, go after the one in the middle. That’s what ruined me — going after the other two guys.” — MAX BAER.

Another, on the back of a postcard that had a cat sitting next to a vase of roses on the front, announced succinctly, “Go on in there, he can’t hurt us.” — LEO P. FLYNN, FIGHT MANAGER.

Another had the curious words Eddie Simms murmured when Art Donovan, the referee, went over to his corner to see how clear-headed he was after being pole-axed by Joe Louis in their Cleveland fight: “Come on, let’s take a walk on the roof. I want some fresh air.”

Joe Louis’s famous remark about Billy Conn turned up one morning: “He can run, but he can’t hide.” So did James Braddock’s description of what it was like to be hit by a Joe Louis jab: “… like someone jammed an electric bulb in your face and busted it.”

One of the lengthier messages was a parody of a type of column Jimmy Cannon occasionally wrote for the New York Journal-American in which he utilized the second-person form for immediacy and dramatic effect. “Your name is Joe Louis,” a column might start. “You are in the twilight of your career …” The one I received read as follows: “Your name is George Plimpton. You have had an appointment with Archie Moore. Your head is now a concert hall where Chinese music will never stop playing.”

The last one I received was a short description of a fighter named Joe Dunphy, from Syracuse, a fair middleweight, who became so paralyzed considering his prospects against a top middleweight Australian named Dan Creedon that he stood motionless in his corner at the opening bell, his eyes popping, until finally Creedon, carefully, because he was looking for some kind of trick, went up and knocked him down, much as one might push over a storefront mannequin.

Occasionally, someone of a more practical mind than the mysterious message-sender would call up with a positive word of advice. One of the stranger suggestions was that I avail myself of the services of a spellcaster named Evil Eye Finkel. He possessed what he called the “Slobodka Stare,” which he boasted was what had finally finished off Adolf Hitler.

“Think of that,” I said.

“Evil Eye’s got a manager,” I was told. “Name of Mumbles Sober. The pair of them can be hired for fifty dollars to five hundred dollars depending — so it says in the brochure — on the ‘wealth of the employer and the difficulty of the job.’”

I wondered aloud what the price difference would be between saving my skin in the ring against Archie Moore and what it had cost to preserve the Western democracies from fascism.

“I don’t know,” I was told. “You’ll have to ask Mumbles.”

As it was, I picked corner men who were literary rather than evil-eyed, or even pugilistic — composed of the sort of friends one might have as ushers at a wedding (or perhaps, more appropriately, as someone pointed out, as bearers at a funeral) rather than at a boxing showdown in a gymnasium. They were Peter Matthiessen, the novelist and explorer (he appeared on the day of the fight and gave me the tibia of an Arctic hare as a good-luck token — the biggest rabbit’s foot I had ever seen); Tom Guinzburg, of the Viking Press; Blair Fuller, the novelist; Bob Silvers, then an editor of Harpers; and, of course, George Brown, the only professional among us, who of course had literary connections because of his friendship with Ernest Hemingway. None of them, except Brown, had anything to do, really. I asked them if they would have lunch with me the day of the fight. They could steady me through the meal and get me to eat something. They could distract me with funny stories.

On the morning of the fight, to get a flavor of what the boxer goes through on the day of his bout, I turned up at the offices of the Boxing Commission, just uptown from Madison Square Garden, to get weighed in with the rest of the boxers scheduled to fight on various cards that evening around the City. John Conden, of the Garden, who was in charge of the proceedings, had said he would see to it that I got weighed in along with everyone else. The room was crowded with fighters, their managers, and more press than usual — a boxer-policeman from New Jersey named Dixon had raised considerable public interest.

I got in line. The fighters who were scheduled to fight in the Garden that evening and were staying in local fleabag hotels came ready for quick disrobing — overcoats over a pair of underwear shorts. One or two of them were wearing shoes with the laces already untied, so that all they had to do was shuck their overcoats and step up out of the shoes onto the scales. The official at the scales jiggled the weights and announced the figures. We shuffled forward. I had my overcoat on my arm. I was wearing a Brooks Brothers suit, a vestcoat that I was affecting at the time, a button-down-collared shirt with a striped regimental tie, and a pair of dark scuffed shoes over long calf-length socks.

When I was within eight boxers of the scale I began to take off my clothes. I removed my suit-coat, tossing it and my overcoat on a chair as I passed, and I started taking off my tie, just picking at the knot. But then I saw someone staring at me — one of the journalists, probably — nudging the man next to
















[image: The man with the towel is George Brown. In the corner is Blair Fuller, the only one of the author’s seconds to turn up there. He is wearing a Paris Review T-shirt, surely the first time a literary magazine has been promoted at ringside. (Herb Scharfman)]







[image: In the last moments of calm before stepping in the ring with Archie Moore, the author smiles while his hands are taped in preparation. (Herb Scharfman)]













[image: The author follows through on a right hook, artfully dodged by the champ. (Herb Scharfman)]






[image: Nose bloodied by the fist of Archie Moore, the author is ushered to his corner by the referee. (Walter Daran)]





[image: Ezra Bowen, the referee, leads the two contestants away. Quite visible are the effects Archie Moore left on the author’s nose — what would have been described in the jaunty style of the mid-nineteenth century as follows: “Archie dropped a hot’un on George’s sneezer which shook his ivories and turned the tap on.” (Walter Daran)]
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[image: The author, mopped clean, and the champion. (Walter Daran)]



















[image: The gloves the author used in his bout against Moore. (Plimpton Estate)]




Author’s Note

August 1993

I SUPPOSE ONE should not be predisposed in this matter, especially an author, but I am inordinately fond of Shadow Box — very likely because Muhammad Ali, the most colorful athlete of our times, dominates its pages. It was very hard to write about him without a book coming alive. After Shadow Box was published, Norman Mailer — I believe I must have written him for a blurb — asked me to have lunch with him. He wanted to discuss the book. He had many nice things to say about it, but he felt I had not put enough of myself in its pages. I remember saying that I wasn’t much good at introspective, self-analytical prose — perhaps my New England background was to blame — and besides, the cast of characters was rich enough to carry everything along quite nicely.

The focal scene in Shadow Box is the great Ali-Foreman fight in Zaire, Africa. Norman was there. He wrote a fine book about it called The Fight, so anyone interested can see how he went about it. There is a lot of him in it.

Muhammad Ali quit the ring in 1981, far too late for his health, as everyone knows. I covered some of the later fights — exulting when he won, though sportswriters are not supposed to be as biased, and in despair when he lost. Three years after he retired, out in Los Angeles to cover the Olympics, I paid him a visit in his home there. I regretted it. He was a shadow of his former self — his voice slow and slurred, his step a shuffle. He was gracious, of course. He showed me some magic tricks — not only performing them but then explaining how they worked, very much against the magician’s code! He said that his Muslim teachings didn’t allow him to hoodwink anyone. All of this, though, was carried on at a pace I found despairing, remembering how quick of mind and body he had been in his great years.

After the visit I quit covering the fights for good, much less going to them for pleasure. Every time I saw Ali on television, usually sitting silently ringside at a championship bout, I was reminded that Oscar Wilde truly had it wrong: you don’t kill the thing you love (which is what he said), but rather what you love kills you.

In early 1993 Ali turned up in New York to introduce a new line of clothes at Macy’s. His photographer friend, Howard Bingham, came around to see me and to talk about old times. He said, “Hey, you ought to come down and see the champ this afternoon at the store. He’d like to see you.”

I shook my head. “He wouldn’t remember,” I said. “It’s been too long a time. He’s forgotten.”

“Oh no,” Bingham said. “He’ll remember. He called you ‘Kennedy’ ’cause he thought you looked like one.”

I laughed and said that sometimes he called me “the author.” He’d say “put the author in the front seat of the car” and we’d drive off somewhere.

I had lunch with friends in midtown that day, and afterwards I changed my mind and dropped into Macy’s … just for a glimpse. Outside, a thousand people by my estimate were waiting for him to come out of the store. The word had swept through the neighborhood that he was in the vicinity. Inside, the fashion show was over and Ali was leaving, which on such occasions is a lengthy process since he slowly moves through the crowds, signing autographs, passing out his picture and tracts promoting Islam. It’s a wonder he ever gets out at all.

I stood at the outer edge of a ring of people, perhaps twenty deep, Ali in the middle, slowly working his way toward the exit. On the far side of the crowd I spotted Bingham, cameras dangling from his neck. He grinned and waved.

Just then, Ali caught sight of me and began pushing through the crowd. At first, I thought he was heading for someone else, but then a few feet away he put out his arms and pulled me to him. He whispered in my ear, “Hey, hey, Kennedy.” I was enormously touched; indeed, I am not ashamed to say my eyes filled with tears.

So that’s that. I suspect that Bingham told him I was coming and prepared him, reminding him of the old days. No matter. It was a memorable moment. And then there’s always Shadow Box on hand to refresh my mind on how vital and rare he was …
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