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Yankee Stadium, 1938

Packed crowd buzzing and bets

bantered back and forth

The Bronx night air thick with summer

The world waits for Joe Louis to take the ring,

take center stage

White men wait standing beside black men,

but standing apart

Jim Crow America
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All to witness the most important

match in boxing history

Soft-spoken Joe Louis against the one man

who put him on his back
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But Joe knows tonight’s fight is bigger

than any two men

Son of a black sharecropper

against Hitler’s “master race”

Black and white Americans

together against the rule of Nazi hate
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The weight of history hangs on Joe’s shoulders

as he ducks through ropes,

body already glazed with warm-up sweat

Will he come through for his country?

The German, Max Schmeling, enters second,

both boxers dancing in their corners,

shadowbox-jabs caught in flash of camera
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The referee calls the two to center ring

Biggest stage ever, he shouts over the crowd

May the best man win, he shouts

The bell dings and the two men raise fists,

come together under a deafening roar
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But the crowd didn’t always roar

for Joe Louis

He didn’t speak until he was six,

and when he finally spoke he stammered

and was ridiculed

Words spinning just beyond

Joe’s grasp, and with black skin

he passed through childhood in shadows

Yet there was something about his hands,

so big and powerful

Nights he’d stare down at those hands and dream
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