The Joe Louis Era

1934-1952

You stop at a gas station to fill your tank and you
are told what a fine fellow this Joe Louis is; you pause
to buy a cold drink and again an informant comes forward
with the virtues of the Bomber. Soon you begin to think
this Joe Louis must be a hero.
-- Chicago Defender*

EARLY CAREER - Kracken to Carnera; 4 July 1934 — 25 June 1935

Joe Louis was born in Alabama, moved to Detroit, and then migrated to Chicago to train
and fight professionally. His first fight was at Bacon’s Arena in Chicago. Of all the newspapers
to cover the beginning of Louis’ career, the Defender was the most appropriate. It was also one
of the few instances where the “City Edition” of the early Defender produced a slight change
from the “National Edition.” Each edition published the same article on Louis’ win in his pro
debut, but on different dates. The “National Edition” published the article in the sports pages on
14 July 1934, ten days and two newspaper issues after the fight.2 The “City Edition” — native to
Chicago — published the article in the first edition following the fight, and also included a large
headline: “JOE LOUIS WINS PRO DEBUT.”? In the grand scheme of this study, this is rather
inconsequential. It does, however, reflect the current state of boxing with regard to the black
community. Jack Johnson remained a “black eye” on the sport, so a dominant performance by an
up-and-comer in his debut gave the black community hope.

Following Louis’ debut, what was written on him can largely be described as “minutiae.”
Articles were printed with regard to his victories — though not in great detail. There were also

articles about his upcoming bouts. After his sixth victory, there was a picture of Louis published

! Chicago Defender, 15 February 1936.
2 Chicago Defender, 14 July 1934. See “City Edition” of Defender.
% Chicago Defender, 7 July 1934. See “National Edition” of Defender.
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with the heading “New Sensation.” This trend continued for his next six fights.

On 22 December 1934, Joe Louis appeared in Al Monroe’s “Speaking of Sports” column.
I know little about Monroe as a person or a writer, but through my research | have ascertained
that he was likely the closest thing to the lead sportswriter that the Defender had, at least for the
Joe Louis Era. His column “Speaking of Sports” was produced almost every week and touched
on happenings throughout the sporting community. It was featured prominently in the sports
section of the newspaper. What values Monroe to this study is his role as a sportswriter-
editorialist. His sports columns were never just a reiteration of the week’s events. Monroe
normally took one issue and provided a detailed analysis. It is best to think of his column as a
“sports editorial.” Sports do not always receive the respect they necessarily deserve, so it
remained Monroe’s task to analyze sporting happenstance for gravity.

Monroe’s column on 22 December 1934 featured Joe Louis. He celebrated Louis as
“boxing’s latest heavyweight sensation” following Louis’ twelfth consecutive win. Monroe went
on — as was his penchant — to provide advice to Louis and his managers. He recommended Louis
expand his “repertoire” in the ring, and not fight so often. Again, somewhat insignificant, but it
highlights the rise of Joe Louis to prominence. In the same newspaper, there was a photo of
Louis standing over his downed opponent with the caption “Look Out, Maxie — Louis Is
Threatening.” Maxie being the reigning heavyweight champion, Max Baer. Beneath the photo
ran an article titled “Detroit Gets Ready To Find Another Joe Louis.” It was written about the
Golden Gloves tournament — an amateur boxing tournament held in various states, a tournament
in which Louis himself had once been a champion. This was one of the first instances of the
Defender referring to anyone of athletic merit as a “Joe Louis.” Cataloguing every instance of
this would be an exhaustive process in its own right, but it continued throughout Louis’ career.
The more successful he became, the more prestigious the title “Joe Louis” became. Hotshot
college football players were tagged “the Joe Louis of the gridiron;” basketball players the “Joe
Louis of the court.” The quest to find the next great black boxer, usually in the amateur ranks,
was the quest to find the next “Joe Louis.” Most amateur boxers from Chicago and Detroit —
Louis’ two “hometowns” — were referred to as “Joe Louises.” This speaks to Louis’ early

influence in the black community.

4«Joe Louis Fights In Detroit; After Sixth Win In Row,” Chicago Defender, 8 September 1934.
5 “Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 22 December 1934.
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An article on 12 January 1935, written before Louis’ fourteenth fight, a match against
Hans Birkie, touched on the potential for Louis to fight for the heavyweight championship. A
black man fighting for the title was unique; the colour line was re-drawn following the failed
Jack Johnson “experiment.” Current heavyweight champion Max Baer, however, was quoted as
saying: “I’ll fight Joe Louis as soon as the fellow shows himself ready for title consideration.”
With that, Baer effectively dismissed the idea of the colour line in boxing. This is relatively
profound, given the shadow of Jack Johnson that still remained. Baer — rightfully — dismissed
Louis as too “green” to face the champion just yet, but did not bar him based solely on his
colour. Another article was published a month later with a large headline that read: “California
Predicts Title For Joe Louis.”’

One of the first articles that showed the effect that Louis’ career was having on the black
community was titled “Solid South Decides Joe Louis Must Be Somebody.” The article contends
that Louis “skyrocketed out of obscurity to a place in the brilliant radiance of the pugilistic sun”
and that he “vaulted over some barriers heretofore thought unsurmountable.” The article claimed
that these barriers were racial in nature. It also claimed that Louis had “shaken the South out of
its lethargy.”®

The Defender anointed Louis in a 4 May 1935 article. A large headline read “RISE OF
JOE LOUIS IS BIGGEST SENSATION IN SPORTS HISTORY.” The article elaborated on the
fact that Louis was “the outstanding Race athlete of the past 30 years.”® Articles like these
contribute to this thesis, but in an indirect way. Though it is not direct evidence of the effect
Louis had on the black community, this article — and others like it — affect the way the black
community positioned Louis, thus increasing any effect his actions may have had. Every time
that Louis was referred to as “the greatest Race athlete” or something similar, it endeared him
further to the black community, and gave his actions greater importance because he was “the
greatest Race athlete.”

This period finished with the approach of the Carnera fight. Articles were published
where different sportswriters and past boxers — notably Harry Wills and Jack Johnson — gave

their opinions on Louis. Another trend also started: the Defender reported on Louis’ training

6 “Max Baer Speaks Of Louis And Chances For A Battle,” Chicago Defender, 12 January 1935.
" “California Predicts Title For Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 16 February 1935.

8 «“Solid South Decides Joe Louis Must Be Somebody,” Chicago Defender, 13 April 1935.

9 “Rise Of Joe Louis Is Biggest Sensation In Sports History,” Chicago Defender, 4 May 1935.
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camp for activities in fight preparation.

Examining the Defender during Louis’ early career, before any of his notable fights,
served one purpose: to position Louis as the black community’s successor to Jack Johnson, and
to establish him as a legitimate and exciting candidate for “fistic supremacy.” The period was
largely without incident or substance. Though Louis was anointed as the “next big thing” rather
early, there were no ringing endorsements from the readership or editorialists.

POST-CARNERA - Carnera to Baer; 26 June 1935 — 24 September 1935

Before continuing with the data, it is necessary to define the four categories of articles
found in the Joe Louis Era, and later in the Muhammad Ali Era. Reader contribution is deemed
as letters sent to the newspaper by its reader base; typically “letters to the editor.” Sports
editorials are any editorial pieces written by sportswriters. These typically appear in a
sportswriter’s column found in the sports pages. Popular sportswriters during the Louis Era were
Al Monroe (who wrote “Speaking of Sports” and “It’s News To Me”) and Fay Young (who
wrote “The Stuff Is Here,” “Fay Says,” and “Throughout The Years”). Some sportswriters
eventually moved out of sports and began writing general news, but their work is still considered
as sports editorial. General editorials are any remaining editorials found in the paper that were
not relegated to the sports pages, or written by sportswriters. General news consists of the
remaining fare that is neither editorial nor reader-contributed. Anything appearing on the front

page of the paper, regardless of writer, is considered general news.

General News

The Carnera fight was the first big fight of Louis’ career. It became a vessel a for the
brewing Italy-Ethiopia conflict across the Atlantic. Louis, a black man, represented the African
country of Ethiopia; Carnera, the Italian, represented Italy. When Joe Louis handily defeated
Carnera in six lopsided rounds, he received his first front page treatment in the Defender:
“LOUIS MAKES RING HISTORY BY SPECTACULAR DEFEAT OF PRIMO.” The title of a
photograph taken at the match read “Ethiopia Stretched Forth A Hand And Italy Hit The
Canvas.”'® This was the first, and certainly not the last, time that Joe Louis’ fight took on a

symbolic note. Though it was not directly stated, this match had huge implications within the

10 “Defender Fight Extra ‘Scoops’ City,” Chicago Defender, 29 June 1935.
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black community. With this fight, Louis became a representative of the black community. Louis’
victory over Carnera was seen as a victory over the fascist Italians. The fight was important to
the black community, and the coverage in the Defender — notably on the front page — reflected
that.

After the Carnera fight, the Defender began publishing more articles that made note of
the effect that Louis’ career had on the black community. Following the fight, they published an
article titled “Joe Louis Wins; Detroit Woman Fractures Leg.” When a woman learned that Louis
defeated Carnera, she jumped for joy; she landed awkwardly and broke her leg.!! Another article
touted that Alabama, a southern state still deep in the throes of inequality, claimed Joe Louis and
Jesse Owens as sons of the South.!2

General Editorials

An editorial in the Defender after the Carnera fight touched on Louis being “not only a
fighter of great ability but a man of character and clean habits.”*® Another editorial was titled
“Joe Louis A Good Example” and espoused many of the same tenets. Though Louis had chosen
a career as a boxer, he “exemplifies patterns both in character and conduct that many men and
women of other professions would do well to emulate.” The editorial also claimed that Louis was
instrumental “to raise in the estimation of others a wholesome and interesting respect for the race
with which he is allied.”**

One article was printed in which two writers “warned” Joe Louis. One writer warned
Louis not to be a spendthrift like another boxer, Kid Chocolate, who “lived like a king” until his
fortune was gone. The other writer echoed a similar sentiment, recommending that Louis secure
the service of an honest lawyer to protect him from those after his potential fortune.*® This
sentiment was expressed in the other editorials: moderation will not only save Louis’ career, but
it will cast him in a positive light. Jack Johnson and Kid Chocolate were not moderate, and their

legacy was not preferred by the black community.

11 «Joe Louis Wins; Detroit Woman Fractures Leg,” Chicago Defender, 29 June 1935.

12 «“Alabama Rises To Claim Louis And Owens,” Chicago Defender, 6 July 1935.

13 «Joe Louis Wins,” Chicago Defender, 29 June 1935.

14 “Joe Louis A Good Example,” 13 July 1935.

15 “In Which Arthur Brisbane And Corum Warn Louis,” Chicago Defender, 6 July 1935.
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Sports Editorials
The sports editorials in the Post-Carnera period offer a wealth of material. One article
written by Al Monroe claimed “this Joe Louis person is the nation’s hero right now.”® Another

column pointedly touched on Louis’ position in sport:

Joe Louis has proved such an attraction that nothing in the sports world is ever
thought of unless his name is mentioned in some way. Joe has become not only
the most popular heavyweight boxer since the early days of Jack Dempsey, but is
on the way to become a new national hero of the people, taking his place among
the many heroes of the early days of American history.!’

Al Monroe’s “Speaking of Sports” column was a rich source of information during the Louis
Era. Two of his early columns dealt directly with the racial effect of Joe Louis’ newfound fame.
In one column, Monroe positioned Louis as the “necessary tonic to bring back the big purses” in
boxing. He also pointed out the racial angle of Louis’ rise. He found it difficult to comprehend
how whites could continue to lynch blacks when they accept black athletes — like Louis and Jesse
Owens — with open arms. Monroe stated that it is “our” opinion — our being that of the Defender
— that the Joe Louises of the black community were “the ones who are taking the other side of
the Race before the eyes of the whites. They are doing much to wipe out Jim Crow and other
forms of discrimination that greet us on every turn.”*8 In another column, Monroe presented an
excerpt from a separate newspaper that he found important. The excerpt was a radio broadcast by
a white “sports authority” who claimed that Louis was “tops with the white race” but that
“colored sports fans are talking too much of the ‘racial superiority’ angle and too little of the fact
that Joe Louis is a good fighter regardless of race.” The speaker finished claiming that that “is
not sport.”*® This seems to be an odd inclusion by Monroe, as it counterintuitive to the desire for
racial pride. Perhaps it was included to caution the black community to appreciate the efforts of

Louis and not frame them as a “black vs. white” argument.

16 «“Joe Louis Talks About Levinsky Bout,” Chicago Defender, 13 July 1935.
17 «“Sport Squibs,” Chicago Defender, 20 July 1935.

18 «“Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 3 August 1935.

19 «“Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 24 August 1935.
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Reader Contribution

With Louis’ increase in popularity came an increase in reader contribution to the
Defender. Now that Louis was gaining star status, he gained many admirers. Poems were written
and sent to the Defender.?’ Many of the letters sent to the Defender praised some aspect of
Louis’ personality. One reader commented “on the fine sense of proportion that young Joe Louis
has shown since his meteoric rise to fame.”?* Another wrote in with a small thank you titled
“God Bless Us And Joe Louis.”?? Yet another reader praised Louis and asked “now, Joe, don’t
let us down. It’s really pathetic the way we’ve been humiliated and sold out as a race.”?® Many of
the other letters were simple congratulations or requests for some kind of support from Louis,
usually financial. One reader positioned Louis as “a credit to our group, both North and South;
say nothing about the East and West.”?*

The most apt contribution came from a southern reader who vividly recalled “the intense
bitterness and racial prejudice that attended the championship of Jack Johnson.” He claimed,
however, that he knew no man who did not support Joe Louis, and offered advice on how Louis

could best serve his people:

He can render an immeasurable service to our people (a) practicing purity of
living and letting that purity of living be publicized; (b) let him not be loquacious,
but reticent and dignified; (c) let him attribute his success to the will of God, and
purity of living.

| make the above observation because of the serious mistakes and harmful
consequences of the actions of Jack Johnson, the former champion of the world.
To state it bluntly, there is not a colored person on earth who is not less proud of
his race on account of Johnson’s conduct and not a white person who does not
think a little less of us on account of it.°

The Post-Carnera period was similar to what was seen throughout the rest of the Louis
Era. Many readers wrote to the Defender praising Louis. Editorials depicted him as a race hero,

and the Defender provided his fights with prominent, prioritized coverage, further bolstering the

2 “Lights And Shadows,” Chicago Defender, 10 August 1935; “A Message To Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 14
September 1935.

2L “Joe Louis’ Modesty,” Chicago Defender, 20 July 1935.

22 “God Bless Us And Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 6 July 1935.

23 “Fan Mail Piles Up For Joe Louis, Ring Great,” Chicago Defender, 20 July 1935.

24 “Begging From Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 10 August 1935.

% «Joe Can Be Of Service,” Chicago Defender, 3 August 1935.
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importance of what Louis was accomplishing inside the ring and out.

POST-BAER - Baer to Schmeling I; 25 September 1935 — 19 June 1936

General News

In the Post-Baer period, the Defender continued reporting on Louis’ career at length and
bolstering the idea that Louis’ career was newsworthy. Plenty of pictures exemplified Louis with
his fans; and articles tried to do the same as well. One article was coyly titled “Joe Louis Doesn’t
Drink Ale Or Eat Pie; Likes Red Shirts.”?® Other articles used provocative headlines such as
“Braddock And Schmeling Appear Nervous While Watching Louis Slaughter Uzcudun” to
create the image of Louis as a dangerous, top-level boxer that others feared. A 21 December
1935 article claimed Joe Louis was the number one athlete in America according to a recent
poll.?” Louis was ranked the number one boxer according to a poll published in The Ring
Magazine, the definitive boxing publication.?® Other articles attempted to endear Louis to the

29 and “Joe Louis Gives His

public with titles like “Joe Louis Shuns Women At Training Camp
Mother Credit For All His Success.”*® Yet another article claimed that the success of Louis, his
ability to draw a large crowd and large gate receipts, had effectively blocked the colour line from
being drawn.®

As the year came to a close, an important aspect of the Defender’s coverage came to the
forefront: its year-end reviews. The newspaper re-examined the biggest events of the year that
had passed. According to the Defender, the biggest news during 1935 was Ethiopia and Joe
Louis.®? The Defender also ranked the fifteen most important events in 1935, with Joe Louis’

“sensational rise in pugilistic circles, chosen No. 1 athlete of the year 1935 as the eighth-most

important event.*

2% “Joe Louis Doesn’t Drink Ale Or Eat Pie; Likes Red Shirts,” Chicago Defender, 21 December 1935.

27 “Joe Louis Is No. 1 Athlete In Sports Writers’ Poll,” Chicago Defender, 21 December 1935.

28 “Place Louis Above Champ Braddock In Ring Rating,”

2 “Joe Louis Shuns Women At Training Camp,” Chicago Defender, 7 March 1936.

30 “Joe Louis Gives His Mother Credit For All His Success,” Chicago Defender, 7 March 1936.

31 “Louis’ Draw Blocks Ring’s Colour Line,” Chicago Defender, 15 February 1936.

32 “Ethiopia And Boxing—Selassie and Louis—Provide Biggest News During Active 1935,” Chicago Defender, 4
January 1936.

33 “The Chicago Defender Picks The Fifteen Most Important Events In 1935,” Chicago Defender, 4 January 1936.
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General Editorials

The general editorials on Louis in the Post-Baer period were similar to those seen before.
Louis was warned to “fight those three baleful ‘P’s’ that have worsted many a man—publicity,
power and prosperity. That trio stopped old ‘John L> when no fighter could.”®** Another editorial
was published that contradicted many of the other views held on Louis. It argued that Louis, as a
boxer, was not a symbol of race progress. The author claimed that they did “not believe [prize-
fights] help race relations any whatsoever.” The writer claimed that no other race views their top

boxers as leaders, and that black youths should aspire to something greater than pugilism.®

Sports Editorials

The sports editorials in the Post-Baer period were relatively benign. One lamented the
“about-face turns over the Joe Louis heavyweight championship possibilities.”*® Another
touched on the promising stature of a maturing Joe Louis, who was fifteen pounds heavier than
the “old” Joe Louis.*” In all, there was little substance to be found in the sports editorial

collection during this period.

Reader Contribution

Reader contribution to the Defender continued. Poems were still written to and for Joe
Louis.®® Opinions on Louis remained positive, but some dissention appeared. One questioned the
quality of the opponents that Louis was facing.>® In a similar vein, another submission claimed
“Joe Louis Isn’t So Hot.”*® The majority, however, remained encouraging. One letter asked
“who will be the Joe Louis that will fight for the race in other affairs pertaining to the social
order of men?”*! Another reader wrote admonishing Jack Johnson for offering to train James
Braddock, a white fighter bound to face Louis, because she believed “Louis is a credit to the

Race.” Yet another letter was even more critical of Jack Johnson, stating that “when Joe Louis

34 «“Advice To Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 5 October 1935.

35 «¢Joe Louis Is No Symbol Of Race Progress,” Says Bishop,”” Chicago Defender, 2 November 1935.

3 «“Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 28 December 1935.

37 “Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 11 January 1936.

3 “Lights And Shadows,” Chicago Defender, 25 January 1936; “Lights And Shadows,” Chicago Defender, 29
February 1936; “Poems,” Chicago Defender, 2 May 1936.

39 «““Who Has Joe Louis Beaten?’ A Reader Asks The Question,” Chicago Defender, 4 January 1936.

40 «Says Joe Louis Isn’t So Hot,” Chicago Defender, 11 April 1936.

41 “We Need A Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 12 October 1935.
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falls, it will be before a better man and not as the result of cash to forfeit his honor and betray his

race.”*?

POST-SCHMELING I — Schmeling | to Braddock; 20 June 1936 — 22 June 1937
General News

Despite being defeated by Max Schmeling, the Defender remained in Louis’ corner.
Shortly after the fight, they ran a picture of Louis with the caption “although Joe Louis was
defeated, his reach still covers our picture of the greatest pugilist ever to step into a ring.”* The
Defender ran an interesting report on the front page of their 27 June 1936 issue alleging the
“TRUTH ABOUT LOUIS-MAX FIASCO!” In this “special report,” they alleged that Louis was
drugged in his fight against Schmeling, causing Louis’ downfall.** Despite the loss, the Defender
still ranked Joe Louis as one of the top stories of 1936 in their year-end review.*

In 1937 the Defender held a contest to determine the “Greatest of the Great.” They ran an
advertisement asking their readers to vote for Jack Johnson or Joe Louis as the “most sensational
heavyweight ever to enter a prize ring.” Cash prizes were offered.*® The contest continued for
months, with Louis’ performance in the ring dictating his popularity: convincing wins earned
him more votes, less-convincing wins earned Johnson more votes.*’ In the end, the “muscular,
clean living, idealistic, twenty three year—old youth, whose sensational rise in the fight game has

been the ‘talk of the world” won an overwhelming victory over Jack Johnson.”*®

General Editorials
Louis’ loss to Schmeling tempered feelings towards him, and that was reflected in the
editorials. There was only one notable non-sports editorial on Louis, and it was written in regard

to an upcoming Louis-Braddock match. It downplayed the importance of the match, stating it

42 Chicago Defender, 11 April 1936. The “result of cash to forfeit his honor” line was made in reference to Jack
Johnson’s insistence that he was paid to throw a match against Jess Willard. As a result of the loss, Johnson lost his
heavyweight championship.

43 Chicago Defender, 27 June 1936.

4 “Truth About Louis-Max Fiasco!” Chicago Defender, 27 June 1936.

4 “Joe Louis, Haile Selassie--Most Colorful Figures In 1935, Take Tumble In 1936; Joe On Way Back Up,”
Chicago Defender, 9 January 1937.

46 Chicago Defender, 30 January 1937.

47 “Louis Leads Johnson In Greatest Fighter Poll,” Chicago Defender, 6 February 1937; “Louis Vote Soars As He
Whips Brown,” Chicago Defender, 27 February 1937.

48 “Joe Louis Is Elected ‘Greatest Of Great,””” Chicago Defender, 1 May 1937.
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“will not disturb the equilibrium of sane and sensible people regardless of race or nationality.”*°

Sports Editorials

Al Monroe continued writing about Louis in his weekly column, if more infrequently. In
one of his first post-Schmeling columns, he continued to insist — and detail, and defend — his
belief that Louis was drugged.®® Monroe’s columns on Louis, however, were few and far
between. When Louis-themed columns did appear, they usually provided another theory in

regard to Louis’ defeat.

Reader Contribution

Reader contribution remained steady through the period, likely owing to the Joe Louis vs.
Jack Johnson contest run by the Defender. Letters were written in the aftermath of Louis’ loss to
Schmeling: some offered support, others remained skeptical of the outcome.>* One letter
compared Joe Louis to Jesus Christ.>> Many readers supported the theory that Louis was
drugged, or offering their own wild accusations. These letters comprised a large component of
the reader contribution during this period; the remaining letters pertained to the Joe Louis-Jack

Johnson debate.

POST-BRADDOCK - Braddock to Schmeling 11; 23 June 1937 — 22 June 1938
General News

When Joe Louis defeated James Braddock to win the heavyweight championship, his
“comeback” was almost complete. The Defender devoted almost all its front page to coverage of
Louis’ victory.>® The Defender believed this victory was so important that they offered to ship
copies of their “special edition” of the fight coverage anywhere in America for free.>* The
Defender assured the public that Louis would conduct himself accordingly as champion.® In its

year-end review, Louis’ heavyweight championship was one of the Defender’s “crowning

49 «“An Editorial,” Chicago Defender, 12 June 1937.

%0 “Speaking Of Sports,” Chicago Defender, 27 June 1937.

51 “Joe Took It Like A Future Champ,” Chicago Defender, 27 June 1936; “Doubts Honesty Of Joe-Max Bout,”
Chicago Defender, 27 June 1936.

52 “Louis, Christ, Selassie,” Chicago Defender, 4 July 1936.

53 Chicago Defender, 26 June 1937.

4 “Get A Special Fight Issue Of The Defender,” Chicago Defender, 3 July 1937.

55 “Louis To Conduct Self As Champion,” Chicago Defender, 26 June 1937.
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triumphs on the year 1937.7°°

General Editorials

There were no notable non-sport editorials on Joe Louis during this period.%’

Sports Editorials

During this period, Al Monroe wrote two significant columns about Louis. One compared
the new champion to his black predecessor, Jack Johnson. Monroe’s other contribution was an
“open letter” to Joe Louis. It was written before the second Schmeling fight and provided Louis

with advice on how to “handle Schmeling.”

Reader Contribution

There were no notable reader contributions on Joe Louis during this period.

POST-SCHMELING Il — Schmeling 11 to Conn I; 23 June 1938 — 18 June 1941
General News

When Louis’ avenged his loss to Schmeling, the Defender celebrated Joe Louis as the
undisputed heavyweight champion of the world.*® The victory over Schmeling earned Louis
“fighter of the year” honours from The Ring Magazine.>® It also earned Louis’ inclusion in the
Defender’s list of “big news of 1938.” The Defender also began a campaign to position Louis as
the greatest boxer ever. A series of articles compared Louis to great boxers of the past. One
article claimed his knockout record was better than Jack Dempsey’s.®° In 1939, Louis again won
“fighter of the year” honours from The Ring Magazine.5! Louis was also announced as an
“outstanding race achiever” by the NAACP.°?

The Defender continued to promote Louis’ actions outside the ring. His campaign tour on

% “Crowning Triumphs Of The Year 1937,” Chicago Defender, 1 January 1938.

57 This was the case at some points in this study. While it is claimed that there was nothing notable during this
period based on my research, it remains a possibility that one or several articles were missed that could have been
appropriate. Whenever it is claimed that there was “nothing notable,” it should be noted that it really means “I found
nothing notable.”

%8 “Louis Beats Schmeling,” Chicago Defender, 25 June 1938.

% “Louis Rated Best Boxer,” Chicago Defender, 31 December 1938.

80 “Louis Knockout Record Better Than Dempsey’s,” Chicago Defender, 7 October 1939.

81 “Louis Is Tops For 4" Time,” Chicago Defender, 30 December 1939.

62 “Announce Outstanding Race Achievers For °39,” Chicago Defender, 17 February 1940.
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behalf of presidential hopeful Wendell L. Willkie earned him “outstanding news stories of 1940”
honours.®® A large picture was published when Louis registered for the Armed Forces draft in
October of 1940.%4

As Louis’ continued fighting with the threat of war looming, the Defender began an
“open forum” campaign in 1941 that sought reader opinion on whether Joe Louis should retire as

the heavyweight champion and maintain his legacy.®

General Editorials

The general editorial posture on Louis during this period was reserved. One column
touted Louis as a “sledge-hammer puncher” and considered him the hardest hitter in boxing
history.®® Another column celebrated Louis’ role in the destruction of the myth of Aryan
supremacy: “The unbelieving fact concerning the Nazi superiority ballyhoo is that it has been
blasted aside by Negroes more than by non-Aryans of other races. And this has been done before

international witnesses.”®’

Sports Editorials

The series of articles that positioned Louis as the greatest boxer of all time were written
by sports editorialists. Louis short, successful career was relived and compared to that of great
boxers of the past. The final installment of the six-article series proclaimed Louis “the greatest
heavyweight that ever drew on a glove” and claimed that Louis could have knocked out Jack
Dempsey and beaten Jack Johnson. 8

Sports editorialists also contributed to the “open forum” on the topic of Louis’ retirement.
All three of the Defender’s editorialists agreed that Louis should continue to fight as long as he
was able.%® The Defender also sought the opinion of sportswriters from some of the largest daily
newspapers in America. All but one agreed that Louis should indeed retire, the title of “Joe

Louis—Retired Undefeated Heavyweight Champion of the World” being too important to his

83 «“Qutstanding News Stories Of 1940,” Chicago Defender, 4 January 1941.

84 “A Few Of 463,835 Who Registered Here For Draft,” Chicago Defender, 26 October 1940.

8 Chicago Defender, 26 April 1941.

8 “Dustin’ Off The News,” Chicago Defender, 8 July 1939.

67 “Hitler Says: ‘Black Soldiers Are Terrible’ But He Admits Germany Planned To Use Them,” Chicago Defender,
15 July 1939.

8 «Is Joe Louis The Greatest Fighter Of All Time?” Chicago Defender, 25 March 1939

89 «“Ace Sports Writers Give Views On Question ‘Should Louis Retire?”” Chicago Defender, 7 June 1941.
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legacy.”®

Reader Contribution

When Louis vanquished Schmeling, the man who “represented” race hatred and Aryan
supremacy, readers continued communicating their support. Most readers readily accepted that
Schmeling represented the Nazis, and that Louis’ victory was more than a boxing victory. A
preacher wrote that he was firm in his conviction that “God was with Joe Louis in his fight with
Schmeling.”"® This period also saw a large number of poems published in Louis’ honour.”?

The public was not completely supportive of Louis, reacting negatively to his support of
Wendell Willkie’s presidential campaign. One reader recommended Louis “keep the general
popular favor you have gained by keeping your politics your own business.”’® Another reader
respected Louis’ abilities in the ring, but believed that Louis “most certainly overstepped
[himself] when [he] made such a statement without full knowledge of what [he was] talking
about.”’ Yet another reader urged Louis to “stick to your honorable profession.””

The remaining letters in this period dealt with the “open forum” on Louis’ retirement.
Opinions were divided on the topic. One reader requested Louis retire as “undefeated
champion,” thus preventing the deaths of those not able to withstand a Louis defeat.”® A young
boy wrote an open letter to Joe Louis that urged him to retire because “if you lose, it won’t be
you alone, but all of the colored folks here in Hill Creek and everywhere else.””” A string of
letters published on the topic largely agreed that Louis should “retire a good man,” claiming
Louis’ retirement would be a “valuable service to the Negro universally.”’® One letter touched on
the racial implications of Louis’ career regarding retirement: “Every time you knock out a

Caucasian you administer a deadly blow to “white supremacy.” Your victories lift the Race en

0 «Sports Editors Of Largest Dailies In America Join Defender Forum On Issue ‘Should Joe Retire?’” Chicago
Defender, 14 June 1941.

"L “Minister’s Viewpoint,” Chicago Defender, 23 July 1938.

2 «Lights And Shadows,” Chicago Defender, 9 July 1938; “Poems,” Chicago Defender, 23 September 1939;
“Lights And Shadows,” Chicago Defender, 5 October 1940.

78 “Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 9 November 1940.

4 “Boxing King,” Chicago Defender, 9 November 1940.

5 “Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 16 November 1940.

76 “An Open Letter,” Chicago Defender, 19 April 1941.

" «An Open Letter To Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 26 April 1941.

78 «“Defender Open Forum,” Chicago Defender, 10 May 1941.
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masse. Your defeat would erase much that you have accomplished.”"®

POST-CONN I — Conn I to Charles; 19 June 1941 — 27 September 1950
This is by far the largest gap between two fights that is examined, and with good cause:
not much happened. The Second World War stole the interest of America and its press, and it
also stole Joe Louis for service in the Armed Forces. Two bouts with Billy Conn and two bouts
with Jersey Joe Walcott highlighted this period at a point in Louis’ career where his star was
clearly fading. Nonetheless, the reaction to Louis’ contribution during the war, and his late-

career fights with Conn and Walcott are still notable.

General News

Despite being named “fighter of the year” for 1941 yet again by The Ring Magazine,
general news on Louis was not focused on his exploits in the ring.2° More was devoted to Louis’
career in the Armed Forces and his contributions to the Navy Relief Fund. In October of 1941,
an article was published stating that Louis had planned a fund to promote better race relations in
America.®* When Louis volunteered to fight for the Navy Relief Fund, he had “no apologies to
offer.” Louis stated he was fully aware of the implications of his decision: “I know very well
what I am doing. I know there’s discrimination against my people in the navy, but I believe this
is the most effective method to fight it.”®? For Louis’ effort for the Navy Relief Fund, Wendell
Willkie stated “it is impossible for me to see how any American can think of discrimination in
terms of race, creed or color.”®® Similarly, Joe Louis was honoured in Congress by the Senator of
Michigan for his donation of 70,000 dollars.®*

The Defender began yet another campaign during this period, this time with the aim of
securing Louis a medal for distinguished service. They ran an article on the front page urging the
government to provide Louis with recognition for his services, and also urged their readers to

write to the President, the Secretary of Navy, and the Secretary of War as well & In 1945, Louis

79 “Kill White Supremacy,” Chicago Defender, 24 May 1941.

8 “Louis Named ‘Fighter Of Year’ For 4" Time,” Chicago Defender, 3 January 1942.

81 “Joe Louis Plans Fund To Promote Better Race Relations In America,” Chicago Defender, 11 October 1941.
82 “No Apology To Make—1Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 6 December 1941.

83 «“Willkie Praises Louis,” Chicago Defender, 17 January 1942,

8 «Joe Louis Is Honored In U.S. Congress,” Chicago Defender, 24 January 1942.

8 “Defender Urges Honor Medal For Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 18 April 1942.

94



was awarded the Legion of Merit.8
Much of the coverage during this period was devoted to Louis’ contributions to the
American Armed Forces. He was positioned very favourably by the Defender as an American

hero for his service to his country.

General Editorials
During this period, the general editorials focused on Louis’ contribution to the war effort.

A ringing endorsement was provided with regard to Louis’ upcoming fight for the Navy Relief

Fund:

Joe Louis is to fight on January 9 and risk his title with no hope of any purse in
order to raise money for the Navy Relief Society, an organization which serves
the United States navy personnel. Joe is doing this knowing full well that as a
Negro he is barred from this department of the armed forces of America for which
he is risking all that is dear to him. This gesture to democracy is the ultimate in
patriotism and hope for better treatment.®’

Other editorials throughout this period followed this same trend. One editorial showed the effect
Louis had on white opinion: the Chicago Daily Times, a white newspaper, wanted to “register
the opinion that Joe is a credit to the human race” rather than trumpet the oft-repeated line that
Louis was merely a credit to his own race.® One writer for the Defender, who was drafted for
military service, provided an inside opinion on Louis’ effect on the military: “Though he might
not know it, Joe Louis certainly influenced a large number of men here to join the army.”%® After
the war ended, Walter White, future leader of the NAACP, claimed that Louis contributed to a
shift in racial attitudes, especially in the South.?® One writer who, by his own admission, stayed
away from sports, felt compelled to write about the growing legend of Joe Louis: “Like the
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legend of Atlas, Joe Louis is that rare combination, a human being and a giant rolled into one.

When Louis retired he received adulation from editorialists. One billed him as an

8 “Army Awards Sgt. Joe Louis Legion Of Merit,” Chicago Defender, 29 September 1945.
87 “Under The Last...” Chicago Defender, 22 November 1941.

8 «An Exception,” 31 January 1942.

8 “Defender Writer In African Army,” Chicago Defender, 10 October 1942.

9 «“People, Politics And Places,” Chicago Defender, 29 June 1949.

91 “Yesterday And Today,” Chicago Defender, 27 December 1947.
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“illustrious son” alongside the likes of Booker T. Washington, George Washington Carver, and
A. Philip Randolph.®? One editorial touched on the career of Joe Louis and finished with the line
“Long Live the King of Sports.” Columnist A.N. Fields argued that Louis was “America’s
greatest youth model.” He regarded Louis “as a worthy example from any angle you might view
him. He’s not only good copy for the young, but for the old, of all races. In his way of living, in
his demeanor, his approach and quiet retiring manner, he has done more to solve the race

question than any other man in public life today.”%

Sports Editorials

The Post-Conn sports editorials position Louis’ career in an historic manner. Fay Young
opened his 28 June 1941 column with the admission that “one of these bright days, the white
sports scribes will jot down ‘Joe Louis—qgreatest of all heavyweight fighters in the history of the
world.”® In another column, Young lauded Louis’ unmatched contribution to the Navy Relief
Fund, given that the money was donated to a branch of the Armed Forces that still insisted on
inequality. To him, actions like this entered Louis “in the record books as the greatest
heavyweight champion of the world.”%

By the time Joe Louis announced his initial retirement, the sports editorials — largely
written by Fay Young — claimed Louis was the greatest heavyweight champion of all time.
Louis’ contributions to the Navy Relief Fund were seen as the epitome of his career. At a dinner
held by the New York Boxing Writers Association, the former mayor of New York City, Jimmy

Walker, provided a speech on Louis’ contributions:

Joe Louis, your personal conduct puts you far above the average... I think you
have been the wisest of all with your comments after fights... You are a great
American, a great Negro. You have made everyone proud to be an American. You
have placed a red rose on Abraham Lincoln’s grave.®’

92 «“Other Papers Say,” Chicago Defender, 24 September 1949. A. Philip Randolph was a leader in the civil rights
movement, best known his organization and leadership of the first predominantly black labour union, the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. George Washington Carver was a famous black scientist and inventor in the
early twentieth century.

93 “Our Opinions,” Chicago Defender, 19 March 1949.

% “Joe Louis, America’s Greatest Youth Model,” Chicago Defender, 28 may 1949.

9 “The Stuff Is Here,” Chicago Defender, 28 June 1941.

% “Through The Years,” Chicago Defender, 17 January 1942.

9 “Through The Years,” Chicago Defender, 31 January 1942.
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After the war ended, Fay Young wrote about athletes that contributed to the Armed
Forces. He was effusive in his praise of Louis: “the outstanding Negro athlete in this war,
to our opinion, is Tech. Sgt. Joe Louis, the world heavyweight champion, who twice laid
his title on the line for the benefit of two serviceman’s organizations.” He added that no
other single individual matched the contributions and sacrifices made by Louis.%® After
Louis’ second fight against Walcott, Fay wrote that Louis remained the “fans’ hero” after

he “stole the show” at a World Series game.*®

Reader Contribution

During this period readers were largely supportive of Louis’ ventures. Of his Navy
Relief Fund contributions, one reader congratulated Louis on his “no apology” stand, believing
that “such action taken among us will bring greater results and, I believe, quicker.”%° Another
reader was supportive of Louis, labelling him “a real example of the patriotic Negro who exists
in this, our America.”*® One soldier wrote to the Defender claiming that he fought so that
leaders of his race could continue to hold a distinct place in American history. He included Joe
Louis in a list of black leaders that included Booker T. Washington and Frederick Douglass.*%

When Louis announced his retirement following his second fight with Jersey Joe
Walcott, one reader expressed sadness over Louis’ retirement, but was confident that “there will
never be a champ of champs like Louis.”' When Louis contemplated coming out of retirement,
the reader base of the Defender responded strongly. One reader, concerned for Louis’ legacy,
asked him not to fight.2% Another reader, aware of Louis’ income tax troubles, suggested that

Louis’ legion of fans would “gladly fight for him by paying the government the amount due.”%

% “Big Name Athletes In Army, Navy, Marines,” Chicago Defender, 12 May 1945.
9 “Fay Says,” Chicago Defender, 16 October 1948.

100 “Brown Bomber Congratulated,” Chicago Defender, 10 January 1942.
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102 «“what Am I Fighting For,”” Chicago Defender, 21 August 1943.

103 “Tribute To Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 7 May 1949.

104 “Don’t Fight, Joe,” Chicago Defender, 12 August 1950.

105 “Ready To Aid Joe Louis,” Chicago Defender, 16 September 1950.
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COMEBACK AND RETIREMENT - Charles to end of study period; 28 September 1950 —
26 October 1952

General News

When Joe Louis lost his comeback attempt to Ezzard Charles, the Defender published a
large photo spread that depicted Louis history in the ring. Louis was “acclaimed in and out of
ring as great.” % With the loss to Ezzard Charles, the Defender — still seeking a positive light for
Louis — highlighted Louis’ ability as a golfer.}%” Toward the end of the period, the Defender
printed an article detailing how Joe Louis, along with two other black golfers, helped end

discrimination against black golfers in the Professional Golfers Association.

General Editorials

This period saw two significant non-sport editorials. Both occured in the wake of Louis’
loss to Ezzard Charles. The first lamented Louis’ loss to Charles, but maintained that the
community remained proud of Louis.' The second upheld that “Joe Louis now is the image of

greatness he wrote for history.”%

Sports Editorials
Two columns by Fay Young — both in the aftermath of the Ezzard Charles defeat —
appeared in this last period of the Louis Era. Each were melancholy in nature. Both disagreed

with Louis’ decision to fight again after retiring, but are of little significance.'!

Reader Contribution
The only significant reader contribution in this period positioned Joe Louis as a champion

regardless of how his career ended.

106 “Flashbacks On The Early Fistic Career Of Joe,” Chicago Defender, 7 October 1950.

107 «“Louis Falls In Boxing, But May Rise In Golf,” Chicago Defender, 7 October 1950.

108 «“Our Opinions: They Don’t Come Back,” Chicago Defender, 7 October 1950.

109 «“Joe Louis Now Is The Image Of Greatness He Wrote For History,” Chicago Defender, 14 October 1950.
110 “Fay Says,” Chicago Defender, 7 October 1950; “Fays Says,” Chicago Defender, 9 December 1950.
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The Muhammad Ali Era
1960-1975

EARLY CAREER - Hunsaker to Liston I; 29 October 1960 — 25 February 1964

The early career of Muhammad Ali — in this case Cassius Clay — was also affected by the
area in which he grew up: Louisville, Kentucky. Clay fought his first professional fight in
Louisville, and his following few fights in Miami. The first mention of Clay in the Defender
came on 11 February 1961, roughly three and a half months after he turned pro. The article
alluded to Clay as the Olympic boxing champion, not a professional heavyweight with four wins.
The article stated that Clay had signed to spar with Ingemar Johansson while Johansson was
training for a heavyweight championship fight.!'! The next article on Clay that was found did not
appear until October of the same year, and it was similarly nondescript.!2

Cassius Clay’s loquaciousness was the major focus during the early period of his career.
The first major article that was written on Clay that was not an overview or review of a recent
match was written on 14 February 1962. Foreshadowing Ali’s later career, this article believed it
was “refreshing to witness the arrival of heavyweight Cassius Clay to the big time.” The writer
of the article went on to qualify that “at least Clay has fought well enough thus far as an amateur
and a professional to indicate that his fists may be able to keep pace with his tongue.”**® This
followed the early trend of reporting on Cassius Clay: he won his last fight, he has a rather large

9114

mouth. One article referred to Clay as “a verbal tornado;”*** another as “the boxer with the big

11 “Ingo Signs Cassius Clay,” Chicago Defender, 11 February 1961. By all accounts, this is the first available
mention of Clay/Ali during the “Early Career” period. This was the first article found in the microfilm search, as
well as the first article found in the indexed search as well.
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114 «Clay Confident Of KO Win Over Banks Saturday Night,” Chicago Defender, 7 February 1962.
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Sports Editorials

The primary sportswriters of this era were different from the Louis Era. Al Monroe
maintained a column titled “So They Say” for a very brief period of time. For the most part the
prominent sportswriters were Lee D. Jenkins, Norman O. Unger, Jackie Robinson**° (who wrote
“Jackie Robinson Says”), and A.S. “Doc” Young (who wrote “Good Morning, Sports!”). A.S
“Doc” Young was by far one of the most important sources of information on Ali during this era.

Sportswriters began a trend of critical appraisal during this period. Clay’s actions
offended the sensibilities of many blacks, including the sportswriters at the Defender. Al Monroe
offered advice to the newly minted Cassius X in one of his columns: not to let the Black Muslims
influence him in refusing white contenders a shot at the championship.t3! Other columns took a
similar approach. They touched on Clay’s move to the Black Muslims and what it could mean
for boxing. They largely supported Clay during this time, as well. Jackie Robinson stated that he
did not support the Black Muslim cause, but supported Clay’s decision because it was Clay’s to
make.'*? Most agreed that, despite Clay’s pompous nature, his drawing power had the potential

to benefit the sport of boxing, which found itself in a slight recession.

Reader Contribution

The reader base of the Defender supported Clay during this time. One reader wrote that
Clay was entitled to his own beliefs, regardless of what they may be.*** Numerous others echoed
that sentiment. Another reader believed Clay’s sojourn as a Black Muslim was of no
consequence: “Black Muslim or not Cassius Clay is the same young, delightful, boastful guy
who made people laugh, before he told us he was a Muslim.”*3* Yet another reader lauded Clay’s
racial views, saying that “more Negroes should believe themselves capable of doing for

themselves” the way Clay did.**®

130 yes, it was that Jackie Robinson, of Brooklyn Dodger fame.

131 “Little Advice For Cassius X,” Chicago Defender, 12 March 1964.
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POST-PATTERSON I — Patterson | to Exile; 23 November 1965 — 28 April 1967
General News

In the period following Ali’s first fight with Floyd Patterson to his eventual exile, the
general news on Ali expressed a distinct duality. Ali was praised for his boxing abilities. He was
selected the “fighter of the year” for 1965.1% The following year he was named “sportsman of
the year” in Europe.'®” He was given many other honours extolling his performance in the ring as
well.

Outside of the ring, the most popular story was Clay’s fight with the draft board. When it
was reported that Clay had been reclassified 1-A status, he faced induction into the Armed
Forces.*3® When he was inducted, he refused and planned to appeal on religious grounds.'® The
resulting battle between Clay and the draft board encompassed much of the general coverage of
Ali’s career during this period. Ali was called out by other boxers for his actions — Ernie Terrell
referred to him as “some kind of punk.”**® Other black leaders were quick to dissociate
themselves with Clay. The head of the National Urban League, a civil rights organization, said

Clay did not belong in a list of “responsible Negro leaders.”'*

General Editorials
There was only one general editorial deemed noteworthy during this period, and it was
supportive of Ali. The author argued that America should love Ali, not hate him, because he was

a “living symbol of Puritanism, old fashioned Puritanism.”*4?

Sports Editorials

Lee D. Jenkins opened this period with an article critical of all those who opposed Clay,
who by this period went strictly by Muhammad Ali. He believed that it was Ali’s mouth and
religion that prevented him from being accepted, not his boxing ability. Jenkins argued that

America was “in the midst of a social revolution that asks that a man be judged by his abilities.

136 “Cassius Clay Selected ‘Fighter Of The Year,”” Chicago Defender, 16 December 1965.
187 «““Sportsman’ Award Goes To Cassius,” Chicago Defender, 10 December 1966.

138 “Cassius Nears Induction,” Chicago Defender, 14 February 1966.

139 «“Clay To Fight Induction,” Chicago Defender, 21 February 1966.

140 «“‘Clay Some Kind Of Punk,” Chicago Defender, 17 January 1967.

141 «“Cassius Not Negro Leader, Says Young,” Chicago Defender, 27 November 1965.

142 “Only In America,” Chicago Defender, 19 March 1966.
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Can it be that the heavyweight champion of the world is outside this realm of equality?”*® Jackie
Robinson also came to the defense of Ali, saying he “might just be one of the greatest
heavyweight champions this country has ever produced.”***

A.S. “Doc” Young, however, began a long campaign of critique with regard to Ali. In
one column, Young condemned Ali’s desire to “torture” his opponents. He pointed out that
Cassius Clay had a multitude of names, none of which included “another Joe Louis.”** Young
also began, and continued, a long trend whereby he refused to refer to Muhammad Ali as
Muhammad Ali, preferring to refer to him as Cassius Clay. In another column, Young referred to

Ali as “Mr. MACC” (Muhammad-Ali-Cassius-Clay) and provided a very direct message to Ali:

Don’t get the idea that you’re carrying the Negro race. It is the other way around.
The Negro race is carrying you. It is irrefutable proof of the ever-growing
maturation of democracy in sports that we are, in 1967, able to pack all this dead
weight. It really would have been brutal if your name had been Joe Louis... or
Jackie Robinson.4

Reader Contribution

Readers supported Ali following his defeat of Floyd Patterson. One reader was offended
by Patterson’s claim to represent America in his fight against Ali.**” Another agreed with Ali’s
assertion that Patterson was a “white black man,” stating that no matter how Ali dispatched

Patterson, Ali would have received negative attention.4®

SUSPENSION - Exile to Frazier I; 29 April 1967 — 8 March 1971
General News
Following his suspension by boxing authorities for his refusal to enter the Armed Forces,
the news coverage of Ali focused solely on the heated battle between Ali and the draft board.
Acrticles appeared every week discussing Ali’s new life outside the ring. The entire journey was

covered at length, from Ali’s appeal of his conviction, to the details of the trial and appeals, to

143 “Cassius’ Mouth, Religion Prevent Acceptance,” Chicago Defender, 27 November 1965.
144 “Defends Cassius, Rates Him ‘Tops,”” Chicago Defender, 11 March, 1967.

145 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 16 March 1967.

146 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 28 March 1967.

147 «Blasts Fighter’s Remarks,” Chicago Defender, 4 December 1965.

148 «patterson Lamented By Whites,” Chicago Defender, 18 December 1965.
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Ali’s temperament as an ex-boxer, and current minister.4°

General Editorials

There were no notable non-sport editorials on Muhammad Ali during this period.

Sports Editorials

The sports editorials in this period provided the richest source of material in this study.
Doc Young was indelibly outspoken and critical of Ali during this period. On 2 May 1967, mere
days after Ali refused induction, Young wrote a piece for his column titled “Black Day For
Boxing.” He pointed out that Ali (or Clay-Ali, as he referred to him) waited quite long to make
his stand as a “Black Muslim minister,” and that he viewed Ali’s position as having no patriotic
basis.?° Later, he argued that Ali was “not the hero he and the Black Muslims like to think he
is,” pointing out that if sorrow must be felt, it should be for those “gallant lads, many of whom
are just as religious as [Ali], who answered their country’s call affirmatively.”**! Young also

addressed the “Uncle Tom” accusations that had been levelled against Joe Louis:

The attempt to depreciate the qualities that made Joe Louis great — including his
willingness to accept military orders — is one of the cheapest, meanest acts of all
time. This act, when incorporated with an attempt to deify Cassius Clay, is
fraudulent, dishonest, and a gross insult to the intelligence of millions of people —
Negro, white, polkadot — the world over.%2

Young pulled no punches in his assessment of Ali. In one column, titled “Saddest Sights Of All,”
he included “Cassius Clay-Muhammad Ali turning his back on his country” as one of those sad
sights.!®3 In another column, Young lamented blacks advocating the “principles” of white
bigotry. Ali had been speaking on behalf of the Nation of Islam, supporting their segregationist

policies, and Young was astonished:

149 Hundreds of articles were published on Ali’s journey from draft dodger to reinstated boxer. None of them were
deemed to require any distinct citation, though; the general trend is the important thing to take away from the stories.
180 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 2 May 1967.

181 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 6 June 1967.

182 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 23 August 1967.

183 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 17 April 1968.
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I never thought I’d see the day, either, when a boxer, possessing no real expertise
in this area, would be invited to college campuses to speak on racial matters to
impressionable kids. But, apparently, Muhammad Ali is in some demand for such
appearances. And, running true to form, he is promoting a line which should earn
him a trophy from the Ku Klux Klan.*>*

When it came time to discuss the athlete of the year for 1970, Young made mention of “C.C.
Muhammad Ali,” though only because “he’ll sell out the banquet.”*>® When Young was asked by
a reader about his all-time favourites, he listed “Cassius Clay” as the second best heavyweight he
had ever witnessed, but ranked Joe Louis as the greatest heavyweight of all time, and ranked
Louis and Jackie Robinson as the two athletes most valuable to the racial cause.t*

Other sportswriters were not nearly as critical as Young during this period. Jackie
Robinson touched on the heroism and tragedy of Ali’s refusal to accept induction. The tragedy,
though, in Robinson’s mind, existed because Ali allowed himself to be used.'®” This was another
popular sentiment: though many were not as critical as Young, there existed the belief that Ali

was being used by the Nation of Islam and its handlers.

Reader Contribution

One reader supported Ali’s stand against his induction, claiming “in this war, to be
patriotic is idiotic.”**® Another reader, questioned Doc Young’s fixation on Muhammad Ali as
bordering on “morbidly insane.”**® On 27 February 1971, one reader submitted a poem to the
Defender in which he predicted Ali’s defeat at the hands of Frazier in their upcoming match.'®

Despite the serious nature of Ali’s suspension, there was a conspicuous absence of reader

submissions compared to the amount of other material produced.

POST-FRAZIER | — Frazier | to Norton I; 9 March 1971 — 28 January 1974
General News

When Ali lost to Joe Frazier, the Defender ran an article on the front page titled “JOE

154 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 25 February 1969.

155 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 27 January 1971.

156 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 7 December 1970.

157 “Heroism, Tragedy Of Muhammad Ali,” Chicago Defender, 21 October 1967.
158 «Patriotism Is Called Idiotic,” Chicago Defender, 20 May 1967.

159 «writer’s Views Of Ali Irks Reader,” Chicago Defender, 11 November 1967.
160 «predicts Ali’s Fall,” Chicago Defender, 27 February 1971.
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WINS!”6! Many of the articles following that, however, still dealt with the results of Ali’s
overturned conviction and suspension. One article stated the court victory brightened the image
of Black Muslims.'®2 Ali used his court victory as a soapbox, stating he was going to liberate all

13

“his people.”*®® Despite Ali’s “good-natured” intentions, a survey was published that showed
that Ali was among the most well-known athletes in America, while also being among the least

likeable, the least trusted, and the least respected based on talent.'®*

General Editorials

There was only one general editorial of note during this period. The author, Frank L.
Stanley, claimed boxing owed a debt to Muhammad Ali for making boxing what it was. He
believed that, prior to the arrival of Ali, boxing was dead. He positioned Ali as a great fighter
and a great man, who lived clean, loved his family, and was devoted to his beliefs. What made
this article interesting was that Stanley also claimed to be the man that consoled Cassius Clay
when his bicycle was stolen as a child. He took credit for taking Clay to meet “Policeman

Martin,” who then introduced Clay to the sport of boxing.®°

Sports Editorials

During this period, Norman O. Unger wrote a series of articles about the career of Ali.
They examined the “new-found popularity of boxing since the arrival of Muhammad Ali.” The
series finished with the “end” of Ali as “the greatest” following his loss to Frazier.!®® Unger was
never expressly critical of Ali; he merely presented Ali’s career as it appeared following a
career-defining loss. He followed up this series of articles years later, after a second loss to Ken
Norton, with a piece titled “Ali, the legend, has fallen.” He compared the decline of Ali to the
fall of Rome: “The fall of the Roman Empire couldn’t have hurt Romulous Augustulus as much
2167

as losing to Ken Norton hurt Muhammad Ali.

Doc Young remained ever critical of Ali, though not nearly as outspoken. He accused Ali

161 “Joe Wins!” Chicago Defender, 9 March 1971.
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of a conducting a “con game” in refusing to set up a rematch with Joe Frazier in a timely
manner.'%® As late as 15 February 1973, Young still refused to refer to Ali without the added
connotation of Cassius Clay, still preferring a hyphenate “Cassius Clay-Muhammad Ali” or

“Clay-Ali.”1%°

Reader Contribution

There was only one notable reader submission during this period. The letter was critical
of Elijah Muhammad, leader of the Nation of Islam, and his back-and-forth relationship with Ali.
The reader pointed out the hypocrisy of Elijah Muhammad controlling Ali’s money, while Elijah
Muhammad also criticized Ali for wanting to box to support himself.1°

POST-FRAZIER Il — Frazier 11 to Foreman; 29 January 1974 — 30 October 1974
General News
Ali-Frazier II was dubbed a “Super Fight” by the Defender.*’* Though no championship
was won or lost in the match, Ali declared himself the “Peoples’ Champion” afterwards.!’2 The
Defender later christened him “one of a kind.”*’® There was not much general news in this short

period, and what news there was seemed to focus solely on Ali’s career inside the ring.

General Editorials

There were no notable non-sport editorials on Muhammad Ali during this period.

Sports Editorials

Following Ali’s victory over Frazier in their much-anticipated rematch, Young accused
Ali of playing “black people cheaply.” He accused Ali of talking too much about “helping his
people,” and insinuated that Ali’s desire to help was nebulous. According to Young, those who

“intend” to help go out and act on those intentions, rather than talk about acting, of which Young
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accused Ali.1”* When a heavyweight championship match with Foreman was arranged, Young
firmly believed that Ali was outmatched.”™ Young conceded, though, that if Ali were to defeat
Foreman, he would agree that Ali “is some kind of great one. Mouth and all!”*"®

Going into the Foreman bout, other sportswriters remained divided on Ali. They viewed
Ali-Frazier 1l as a delightful boxing match, but it lacked the championship dimension to give

purpose to Ali’s career.

Reader Contribution

There was one letter from a reader during this period that was deemed notable. The
reader claimed to have supported Ali when he abandoned his “slave name,” through his
clowning, and even when he was expelled from the Nation of Islam. The reader stated that his
treatment of Joe Frazier was inexcusable, however, and it had prompted him to again refer to Ali

by his slave name of “Cassius Clay.”*"’

POST-FOREMAN - Foreman to end of study period; 31 October 1974 — 31 December 1975
General News

Despite the relatively short length of this period, covering only “The Rumble in the
Jungle” against George Foreman, there was considerable news published on Ali. With his
reclaiming of the heavyweight championship, Ali was said to have proved his point as the
“greatest,” having beaten the “biggest for the crown.”!’® Ali was praised in the pages of the
Defender after becoming only the second boxer to win the heavyweight title twice. He was
named the “sportsman of the year” for 1974.17° It was said his destiny “couldn’t be denied.”&°
He was shown “hob-nobbing” with the President.'®* The D.C. Chamber of Commerce labeled
Ali “the greatest athlete of the century,” despite only three quarters of the century having

elapsed.'®? This period represented a definite shift in the portrayal of Ali. Suddenly, Ali was a

174 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 6 February 1974.

175 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 2 April 1974.

176 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 24 September 1974.

17 “Show Stopped,” Chicago Defender, 27 March 1974.

178 “Ali Proves Point As The Greatest,” Chicago Defender, 31 October 1974; “Ali Beat The Biggest For The
Crown,” Chicago Defender, 2 November 1974.

179 «“Sportsman Of Year” To Ali,” Chicago Defender, 19 December 1974.

180 «Ali’s Destiny Couldn’t Be Denied,” Chicago Defender, 28 December 1974.

181 «Alj Ribs President At White House,” Chicago Defender, 11 December 1974.

182 «D.C. Solons Named Ali ‘Athlete Of Century,”” Chicago Defender, 25 February 1975.
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“symbol” to blacks.'® It was said Ali fought for poor blacks.'® Ali was now a “moral man;” the

“King” with a “big heart.”®

General Editorials

There were two notable editorials in this final period during the Ali Era. The first
examined the year of 1974. The author believed that Ali had proven himself the greatest
heavyweight prizefighter, and stated that he believed that Ali would surpass Joe Louis’
accomplishment of holding the heavyweight title for eleven years.

The second editorial appraised Muhammad Ali, specifically, Ali as a man of God. The
writer questioned many of the ways in which Ali carried and presented himself, but qualified it

by stating that Ali was not just a prizefighter, but the representative of a religion.18®

Sports Editorials

Doc Young did not relent in his opinion of Ali following Ali’s defeat of Foreman. He
claimed that, if Ali was correct in his assessment of George Foreman being “nuthin’,” then Ali
was now the “King of Zero.”*®" Despite his ring acumen, Young still believed Ali to be a “black

buffoon” who had done nothing for their race:

Ali can’t carry Jackie Robinson’s sweatshirt. He is not in a class with Joe Louis.
He shouldn’t be mentioned in the same library, not to mention the same sentence,
with such black giants—who happened at one time to be athletes—as Dr. Ralph
Bunche, Rev. Jesse Jackson, Paul Robeson, and Ralph Metcalfe, to name four.®

Norman O. Unger seemed to agree with Doc Young. He wrote that Ali’s victory over Foreman
was not convincing, and that a rematch was necessary.'® Of Ali-Frazier 111, he predicted Joe

Frazier, who gave up “height, reach, weight, and experience” to Ali would emerge victorious.!*®

183 «“Black Promoter Says Ali Is A Symbol,” Chicago Defender, 14 June, 1974.

184 «Ali Says He Fights For Poor Blacks,” Chicago Defender, 22 September 1975.

185 «“Ali Yaps Like A Moral Man,” Chicago Defender, 29 September 1975; “Ali Still ‘King,” But ‘Ring’ Foes Hard
To Find,” Chicago Defender, 18 October 1975; “Muhammad Ali’s Big Heart,” Chicago Defender, 20 December
1975.

186 «“The Great Distance Between The Heart And The Mouth,” Chicago Defender, 12 June 1975.

187 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 13 November 1974.

188 “Good Morning, Sports!” Chicago Defender, 19 November 1974.

189 «“Ali’s Victory Was Not That Convincing,” Chicago Defender, 2 November 1974,

190 «“Frazier To Beat Odds, Snatch Crown From Ali,” Chicago Defender, 30 September 1975.
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Reader Contribution
There were two notable letters published from readers in this final period. One declared
Ali to be the “people’s champ” that had risen again.*®! The other charged Ali with being “a black

racist and an idiot.”12

The purpose of this chapter was to present all the data found in the Chicago Defender. It
is divided into different eras and periods for better organization and reference. Analysis will

occur in the following chapter.

191 «““People’s Champ,”” Chicago Defender, 13 November 1974.
192 «“Symbol Of Idiocy,” Chicago Defender, 13 October 1975.
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CHAPTER6
Conclusion And Epilogue

INTERPRETATION AND ANALYSIS

The Joe Louis Era

The data collected in this study show that the career of Joe Louis had a positive impact on
civil rights and race relations in the United States from the viewpoint of the black community, as
interpreted through a qualitative analysis of the content provided by the Chicago Defender.
Three trends repeatedly appeared in the Defender’s coverage that support this: the legacy of
Louis’ career, the comparisons of Louis to Jack Johnson, and Louis’ contributions to his country.

Joe Louis’ career had a positive impact on race relations because Louis’ success came at
a time when blacks were marginalized and were still victim to the colour barrier in numerous
sports. Not only did Joe Louis successfully cross the colour line to become the heavyweight
champion, he became one of the most successful heavyweights of all time, drawing the praise of
whites and blacks alike. Louis’ success in the ring helped foster positive relations with the white
community, and the numerous attestations to that in the Defender are seen in Chapter 5. Louis’
success also gave the black community a role model and someone to admire.

The comparisons of Joe Louis to Jack Johnson also had a positive effect on race relations.
Jack Johnson was seen as a curse by whites, and even some blacks. His reign as the first
heavyweight champion was the reason that the colour line was re-drawn in boxing. The Defender
itself often praised Jack Johnson’s achievements, but his personality and mannerisms earned him

the scorn of many people. The only thing in Joe Louis’ life that resembled Jack Johnson’s was
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the heavyweight championship, and this was a positive for Louis. Whereas Jack Johnson was
seen as the stereotypical black man, Louis broke that mold by living a clean, modest life. Much
of the material gathered from the Defender praised Louis for his positive lifestyle. Numerous
editorials and reader contributions trumpeted him as a role model for blacks and whites alike. It
was Louis’ non-descript and honourable lifestyle that endeared him to the white community.
This, along with Louis’ dominant reign as heavyweight champion, allowed the white community
to accept a black man as an equal. Numerous articles were published in the Defender that proved
this to be true. As well, readers wrote letters to the Defender praising Louis for his mannerisms
and for the excellent example he set. Many readers and writers also begged Joe to remain
steadfast in his honest ways and to continue to make his people proud. Unlike Johnson, Joe Louis
was truly a “credit to his race” as many blacks and whites frequently professed.

One of the most important ways in which Louis positively affected race relations was
through his service to his country. This took two routes: symbolic boxing matches, and wartime
contributions. Joe Louis’ fight against Primo Carnera took on extraneous significance, just like
his famous battles with Max Schmeling. Each time Louis faced off against the forces of alleged
fascism. Each victory was a victory for America. This further endeared Louis to his American
brethren. When World War Two broke out, Louis enlisted rather than waiting to be drafted.
Other athletes enlisted in the Armed Forces, but few contributed on the same scale as Joe Louis.
The reigning heavyweight champion, Louis defended his title twice during the war, with the
proceeds of each fight donated to help fund the war effort. He also fought numerous exhibitions.
This was seen as the ultimate act of patriotism, and for good reason. Joe Louis was a black man,
and as a black man he faced potential disenfranchisement in America. Segregation still existed in
the Armed Forces during the Second World War, but this did not stop Louis from enlisting and
donating his money because he believed that it was the most effective way to fight
discrimination. Joe Louis, like so many other professional athletes, found himself the victim of
poor fiscal management and the beneficiary of a sizable debt to the United States government.
Fighting was his livelihood and the only chance he had to earn the money he needed to pay his
back taxes. Regardless, he donated his money to his country. This was probably the most
important thing that Joe Louis did in his career that affected race relations. Blacks and whites
alike sang Louis’ praises for his generosity and love of his country. Numerous letters sent to the

paper by readers and editorial columns support this.
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The material presented in this study suggests that the legacy of Louis’ career, the
comparisons of Louis to Jack Johnson, and Louis’ contributions to his country had a positive
impact on civil rights and race relations in the United States from the viewpoint of the black

community.

The Muhammad Ali Era

The data collected in this study shows that the career of Muhammad Ali had a neutral
impact on civil rights and race relations in the United States from the viewpoint of the black
community, as interpreted through a qualitative analysis of the content provided by the Chicago
Defender. Three trends repeatedly appeared in the Defender’s coverage that support this: the
legacy of Ali’s career, Ali’s religious affiliations, and Ali’s stance on Vietnam.

Muhammad Ali had a successful career as a heavyweight champion. He became just the
second man to win the heavyweight title twice. His claim as “The Greatest” was adopted by
people the world over, and Ali became an internationally popular black boxer and athlete. Ali’s
brash and oftentimes comedic nature endeared him to his fan base, if not those critically
appraising his career and actions. Ali’s career had a positive impact on civil rights and race
relations because his success came at a time when blacks were fighting for civil rights in more
confrontational ways. Ali’s success was shared by blacks who were still disenfranchised. Ali’s
brash nature identified him to a young generation of whites and blacks alike, and presented
America with a new idea of what it meant to be black and proud.

Ali’s religious affiliations were a point of contention with regard to civil rights and race
relations. While many supported Ali’s right to worship in whatever form and fashion he chose,
many did not support what he chose to worship. Ali’s ties to the pro-segregation, black
nationalist Nation of Islam were strictly counterproductive to the civil rights movement that
sought to abolish segregation. This earned Ali both praise and scorn. Many praised him for
standing up for himself and being whatever he wished to be. Others criticized Ali for joining
what they believed to be a religion of hatred and intolerance. In the end, the data suggested that
Ali had as many detractors as he did supporters.

Ali’s stance on Vietnam was another point of contention with regard to civil rights and
race relations. When Ali refused induction into the Armed Forces to serve in the Vietnam War,

he had as many detractors as supporters. He was supported and admired, again, for standing his
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ground and remaining steadfast in his beliefs, but he was criticized for what many saw as an
unpatriotic, un-American, and cowardly refusal to serve his country. The data, again, is divided.
Many Defender readers wrote letters condemning Ali, with just as many supporting him. The
same is true of editorials.

The material presented in this study suggests that the legacy of Ali’s career, Ali’s
religious affiliations, and Ali’s stance on Vietnam had an overall neutral impact on civil rights
and race relations in the United States from the viewpoint of the black community, as interpreted

through a qualitative analysis of the content provided by the Chicago Defender.

CONTRASTS AND COMPARISONS

The material on Joe Louis and Muhammad Ali invites comparison. The early coverage
on each fighter was much different. The cause for this could be location-based. Louis began his
career in Chicago, home of the Defender, whereas Ali began his career in the South. It could also
have to do with the period in which each man lived and plied his skills. When Louis was
breaking into the heavyweight ranks, there were fewer successful, skilled black boxers. This
could also have contributed to Louis receiving more coverage during his early career.

As well, the manner in which each boxer’s career was treated was different. Louis was
focused on as a boxer. First and foremost, his skills never took a backseat to his life outside the
ring. Muhammad Ali, on the other hand, was known as much for his “lip” than his skill. His
career inside the ring was almost secondary to his career outside the ring. This was especially
true during the early period in each fighter’s career. Louis’ string of early victories was reported
on intensely, whereas Ali was the brash, talkative heavyweight champion who “lacked the skill”
to become great.

The way the public and the writers responded to each fighter was vastly different. Louis
was almost universally loved. It was not often that a negative word was spoken about him. If
something was written about Louis that was not overly positive, then it was usually written with
guarded optimism; a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts. An example of this can be seen following
Louis’ initial loss at the hands of Schmeling. The Defender’s coverage following the loss
indicated that Joe may not be the greatest heavyweight of all time like they thought. This allowed
the Defender to save face if Louis did not blossom into the man he did. The coverage on Ali was

essentially split down the middle. For every opinion supporting Ali, there was an opinion that did
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not support him. Ali seemed to receive most of his support from the Defender’s reader base,
rather than its editorial staff. Louis, on the other hand seemed to receive support from both the
readers and the writers,

The biggest contrast between these two men, and a most important consideration, is the
time in which each boxer fought in the professional ranks. Joe Louis fought during a time when
desegregation and integration were the main aims. Militancy was seen as a harmful weapon
against discrimination. In Ali’s time, his brash nature was accepted, indeed at times glorified.
Non-violent protest began to give way to increasing militancy and extremism, with groups like
the Nation of Islam and the Black Panthers grating against American society. To examine one
boxer under the time constraints of the other is impossible and irresponsible. Observing Ali
through the lens of Joe Louis’ time would present Ali as a racist bigot. Examining Joe Louis
through the lens of Ali’s time would paint him as an Uncle Tom. To say that Louis should have
been more outspoken or that Ali should have been more reserved does not respect the social

climate in which each man found themselves.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study seem to contradict what is commonly assumed today. Joe Louis
is rarely given popular credit for anything involving civil rights or race relations. Muhammad Ali
accused Louis of being an Uncle Tom, a label that has remained to this day. Instead of a patriot,
like the material suggests, he is viewed as the “white man’s black man” who did what he was
told and never fought for anything more. Muhammad Ali, on the other hand, is seen as a great
civil rights leader. The evidence provided in the Defender seems to indicate that half the country
supported his hardline stance against traditional mores, while the other half viewed him as a
hate-mongering racist.

This study, when viewed within its proper context, shows that these boxer had an effect
on civil rights and race relations in the black community. The data found in the Chicago
Defender suggests that Joe Louis played a positive role in promoting race relations and
advancing civil rights. The effect that Muhammad Ali had, based on the data, is seen as neutral.
He played a positive role at times, but there were also many instances where the data suggested

that he was a negative factor in the realm of civil rights and race relations.
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EPILOGUE
Joe Louis

Life after boxing was difficult for Joe Louis. The tax fiasco that forced Louis back into
the ring was no closer to being resolved. In 1950, before he returned to the ring, Louis received a
bill from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) for $246,056. By 1957, audits and time had
increased the amount to $1,243, 097. In 1962, Louis and the IRS reached an agreement:
recognizing he would never repay the amount owed, but not officially forgiving the debt, the IRS
agreed to stop harassing Louis for his back taxes. When Louis died, the amount he owed was
roughly $2 million.!

Though his tax troubles were forgiven, Louis still had demons. At some point in the
1950s — even Louis is unsure when — he began to abuse drugs, specifically cocaine and heroin. In
the 1960s, Louis gradually migrated to Las Vegas where he held a job as a greeter at Caesars
Palace, a hotel and casino. Randy Roberts justified Louis’ migration to Las Vegas as the most
fitting place for Louis: “Las Vegas was a shrine to a time when Joe Louis was the Man.” During
the late 1960s, Louis began to lose touch with reality. He became increasingly paranoid at night,
claiming “they” were after him. To sleep, he built a cave out of mattresses, headboards, dressers,
mirrors, and whatever else he could find. He would then attempt to sleep — fully clothed — in his
cave, though he was generally unsuccessful. Gradually, Louis’ paranoia spilled over into the
daytime hours. By 1970, Martha Jefferson Louis — Louis’ third wife and fourth marriage — had
Louis committed to the Veterans Administration Hospital for psychiatric evaluation. The stay in
the hospital and the prescription medication helped. By 1971, Louis was back in Las Vegas, a
little slower but as amiable as ever. By the end of the decade, Louis’ heart began to fail. In
November 1977, Louis’ had heart surgery to repair his aortic valve. A stroke followed the
surgery, which confined him to a wheelchair. Downtrodden, Louis never really recovered. His
heart continued to weaken, and a pacemaker implant in late 1980 kept him alive for a few
months longer. On the morning of 12 April 1981, Joe Louis died of a heart attack.?

Joe Louis body was placed in a copper casket, and the service was held in the boxing ring
of the Sports Pavilion of Caesars Palace. Three thousand people attended the ceremony for

which Frank Sinatra paid the bill. The Reverend Jesse Louis Jackson, named after Jesse Owens

! Randy Roberts, Joe Louis: Hard Times Man (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 249.
2 Roberts, 251-256. The quote about Las Vegas as a shrine to Louis appears on page 252.

117



and Joe Louis, delivered the eulogy:

This is not a funeral, this is a celebration... We are honoring a giant who saved us
in a trouble time... With Joe Louis we had made it from the guttermost to the
uttermost; from the slave ship to the championship. Usually the champion rides
on the shoulders of the nation and its people, but in this case, the nation rode on
the shoulders of the hero, Joe... God sent Joe from the black race to represent the
human race. He was the answer to the sincere prayers of the of the disinherited
and dispossessed... We all feel bigger today because Joe came this way. He was
in the slum, but the slum was not in him. Ghetto boy to man, Alabama
sharecropper to champion.

Joe Louis was buried in the Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia.®

Muhammad Ali

Though this study only focused on Ali until 1975, his career lasted six more years. In that
span, Ali enjoyed an unrivalled popularity: public opinion over Vietnam had soured, Ali had
defeated Foreman to recapture the heavyweight championship, and he had beaten Frazier for a
third time, both fights occurring on international soil. Ali would fight six more times before he
faced Leon Spinks in February 1978. Ali did not train seriously for the fight, and lost to Spinks
by unanimous decision. The rematch with Spinks, in September 1978, saw Ali reclaim the
heavyweight title a third time, becoming the first man to do so. In July of 1979, Ali retired and
relinquished his belt. Ali’s retirement was short-lived, as he agreed to fight Larry Holmes in
1980. With a victory, Ali would have become the first four-time heavyweight champion in
boxing history. Ali lost the fight, however, when his corner stopped after the tenth round. To
those on hand, the fight resembled an execution more than a boxing match. Sylvester Stallone
likened it to “watching an autopsy on a man that’s still alive.” Ali fought once more, at the end
of 1981, against Trevor Berbick. Ali lost that fight, as well, and retired permanently.*

When Ali made the decision to come out of retirement, his decision was accompanied by
a growing concern over his health. Ferdie Pacheco, Ali’s long-time trainer, had long believed
that Ali’s health was failing him and he publicly stated that he believed that Ali should not re-

enter the ring. His reflexes inside and outside the ring were slowing down, and both were

% Roberts, 256-259.
4 Thomas Hauser, Muhammad Ali: His Life and Times (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991), 327-430.
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becoming noticeable. In the third Frazier fight, Ali took a savage beating. In interviews, Ali had
been talking more slowly and slurring his speech. As the controversy escalated, the Nevada State
Athletic Commission that would license the Ali-Holmes bout began to fall into question. As a
precondition to the license, the commission ordered a complete physical before allowing to fight.
Instead, Ali checked into the Mayo Clinic, where he was examined by a kidney and brain
specialist. Reports by each doctor eased the minds of the commission enough to grant Ali a
license. Those reports would later be called into question, especially after Ali lost brutally at the
hands of Larry Holmes. Four days after the Holmes fight, Ali checked into the UCLA Medical
Center in poor condition. Tests showed that he was the victim of improper drug administration
by his doctor, Dr. Charles Williams. This improper drug usage lead Ali to believe — and other to
convince him — that the drugs, not age, had been to blame for his loss to Holmes. Believing
victory was still attainable, Ali signed to fight Trevor Berbick. Having lost that fight as well, Ali
retired. In 1984, Ali checked into the Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York for a
series of tests. The visit was prompted by lethargy, trembling, and slurred speech. After eight
days of testing, the supervising physician issued a statement saying that Ali did not have
Parkinson’s disease, but exhibits mild symptoms of Parkinson’s syndrome. He also stated that he
believed Ali’s condition could be treated and reversed with medication, and that there was no
reason to believe Ali had a progressive degenerative condition.®

Ali’s life since his 1984 diagnosis has been markedly different from his life in the ring.
His Parkinson’s has become worse, and the boisterous Ali that was once so popular has largely
been silenced. Despite his condition, his personal life seems peaceful. He is as devout as ever in
his faith, and has found happiness with his fourth wife. Through four marriages, he has nine

children.®

FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS

First and foremost, the most natural future recommendation for this study would be to
acquire and study the last seven years of the Chicago Defender that was unattainable.

The next progression for this study would be diversification: more newspapers,

specifically the Pittsburgh Courier. Examining the Courier along with the Defender would

5 Hauser, 395-462.
6 Hauser, 463-515.
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provide source material from arguably the two largest black newspapers in American history.
Moving further, other important black newspapers could be studied as well.

Another potential for this study would be to delineate by geographical region. The same
issue could be examined via black newspapers from the south, north, east, and west. This would
make for an interesting compare/contrast exercise; it would also shed light on the climate and
feelings throughout black America. Special attention could also be given to the closest black
newspaper to Ali’s home of Kentucky, as well, to see if it accorded Ali any special treatment like
the Defender may have to Joe Louis.

The final progression for this study would be to examine the effects that these two boxers
had on the white population. There would be a wealth of primary source material available, and
the issue could be examined via region, as suggested above. Examining the issue regionally
would be very interesting, especially as it pertains to the south. Comparing white and black

reactions would add a degree of finality to the topic.
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