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A book could be written of the thoughts behind Louis’ inscrutable countenance as he saw his people pushed aside, treated like cattle on public conveyances such as trains, and trolley cars decorated with war slogans about saving the world for democracy; spreading the Four Freedoms, down with Fascism, and so on. Yes, a volume could be written about what Louis thought when he saw his own people unable to spend their money where they wanted to, insulted almost daily by newspaper “darky” stories; having to read about Congressmen and Senators publicly condemning those in uniform, those in war plants to an inferior status below that of the Japs or the Germans, our official enemies; saw them beaten, trampled upon.

—Columnist Dan Burley, New York Amsterdam News, April 15, 1944







Preface

A SILENT REVOLUTIONARY

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.

—2 Timothy 4:7 (New International Version)

It was not a boxer’s funeral. Joe Louis was a heavyweight champion, arguably the greatest in the history of the sport. But his life as a fighter took him well beyond the confines of the boxing ring. In death, he was honored with a soldier’s burial.

On April 21, 1981, six pallbearers in full military dress, wearing dark blue trimmed with gold—the colors of the Union Army—carried Joe’s flag-covered casket to section 7A of Arlington National Cemetery. Situated on a gentle green slope near the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the gravesite was shaded by majestic trees with colorful patches of dogwood, magnolia, and cherry blossoms. On that glorious sunny day, seven riflemen from the Third US Infantry Regiment—The Old Guard—fired three volley shots into the cool spring air. Then Sergeant Washington James, an army bugler, played “Taps,” a somber signal that the light would soon fade from sight.1

Nine days after Louis suffered a heart attack and died in Las Vegas at age sixty-six, hundreds of people gathered around his grave. The diverse congregation included people from different races and religions, politicians, civil rights activists, military officials, and athletes. A legion of famous fighters honored America’s champion. Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier, Larry Holmes, Floyd Patterson, Billy Conn, and Joe Walcott all paid their respects, but none of them had been as close to him as Sugar Ray Robinson, the middleweight sensation who had served with Louis during World War II.

President Ronald Reagan could not attend the funeral. Though he was still recovering from an assassin’s bullet that had punctured one of his lungs, Reagan had waived the eligibility restrictions that would have prevented Louis’s interment at the military cemetery. A longtime admirer of the former champion, Reagan had cheered for Louis during his fighting days and became his friend when they filmed This Is the Army together in 1943. Bound to a wheelchair, Louis had spent his final years in retreat from public view, but Reagan issued a public statement reminding the country of his importance: “His career was an indictment of racial bigotry and a source of pride and inspiration to millions of white and black people around the world.”2

As heavyweight champion and the most admired Black American of his time, Joe Louis’s career was virtually nonpareil. Between the late 1930s and the mid-1940s, no single athlete captured the nation’s attention more than Louis. Recalling his reign as champion, a writer from the Detroit Free Press reminisced, “It is not likely that we will ever again know the magic of those yesterdays when the streets emptied, and commerce stopped and America huddled by its radios to listen to the exploits of the man with the jackhammer fists.” For “a nation battered by the uncertainties of the Great Depression and World War II, there was comfort in the ring announcer’s reassuring affirmation: ‘The winner and still heavyweight champion of the world… Joe Louis!’”3

Yet he did not provide temporary relief from those global crises as much as he embodied resistance against racial oppression. During a crucial period between 1938, when Nazi Germany annexed Austria, and 1945, when Adolf Hitler died, the heavyweight champion defined Black Americans’ fight for freedom on two fronts: against fascism abroad and white supremacy at home. His career as a boxer and as a soldier was framed by the rise of the Nazis and America’s response. It all began in June 1938, when Louis knocked out German heavyweight Max Schmeling at Yankee Stadium in a fight that came to be seen as a prelude to war between the United States and Nazi Germany. That fight carried great significance for people all around the world, especially Black Americans and Jews.

Three and a half years later, after Louis joined the army in 1942, military officers introduced him to crowds of soldiers as the first American to knock out a Nazi. Although he never saw combat, Louis served in the army’s Morale Branch as a goodwill ambassador, promoting patriotism and unity across American military bases crackling with racial tension. Performing boxing exhibitions and delivering short speeches, he entertained soldiers and urged them to fight for democracy. In his public appearances, he reassured the government—and white America—that Black folks would fight for the United States and remain completely committed to the mission. In private conversations, he reminded Black servicemen that despite the segregated conditions in the armed forces, they too had a stake in the war. Defending America, a land that they had helped build with their sweat and blood, signaled that the country belonged to them as much as anyone else. Like many Black politicians, activists, soldiers, and civilians, Louis thought that service in the military would earn them the respect of white Americans and ultimately advance their cause for full citizenship. At least, that’s what he thought when the United States entered the international conflict.

Civil rights leaders and Black officials in the War Department believed Joe’s role in the army could generate greater enthusiasm among Black men who were reluctant to serve in a segregated military. They also thought publicizing his interactions with admiring white servicemen could improve race relations. Walter White, the head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), recognized the cultural importance of the heavyweight champion. He believed that popular culture—sports, songs, and movies—could shape the struggle for civil rights during the war. And Louis, more than any other Black soldier, could undermine stereotypically negative perceptions of Black GIs as weak, unmotivated cowards. In the fight for freedom at home and abroad, producing positive images of Joe Louis, White thought, was as important as manufacturing rifles and planes.4

For the War Department, Louis seemed an ideal figure for dealing with the army’s “Negro problem.” No other Black celebrity or athlete personified American strength, courage, and achievement like Louis. His exhibitions in the ring, cheered on by Black and white American GIs, were celebrated in the press as powerful examples of democracy in action. For the first time in history, the US government built a propaganda campaign around the heroism of a Black soldier, featuring Louis in newspapers, magazines, movies, newsreels, posters, and pamphlets. Remarkably, while many white Americans questioned the fortitude and fighting ability of Black soldiers, the War Department made Louis, not a white man, the symbol of American manpower.5

The War Department also chose Louis because military officials did not expect that he would question the hypocrisy of America battling totalitarianism with a Jim Crow Army. While the United States conducted a war—in part—to end the reign of Nazi racism, the War Department maintained segregated armed forces, which included separating blood banks into “white” and “colored.” And yet during Joe’s tour, government officials pressed him to advance the idea that there should be no racial divisions in the military. However, as Louis became more aware of the cruel realities of a segregated army, he began to bristle about his assignment as a goodwill ambassador, promoting racial unity where it did not exist.

Throughout the war Louis wrestled with the challenge of being Black and being an American. It was a paradox known to all Black people navigating the color line, striving to advance in a country that denied their humanity and home. Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois described that “peculiar sensation” of “double consciousness” as a “two-ness” that Louis undoubtedly felt, “an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”6 Yet Louis came to believe that the war presented Black people an opportunity to integrate these dueling and warring selves. When he joined the army, he expressed a deep love for a country that had not always loved him. His public displays of patriotism served as a powerful reminder to anyone who questioned the loyalty of Black people that they, too, were Americans.

Decades later, his only son, Joe Louis Barrow Jr., came to appreciate his father’s perspective. During the funeral service, Barrow praised his dad as a great American and a genuine folk hero—a man of the people who had always been accessible and generous. Speaking in a thoughtful, quiet manner, Barrow recalled a conversation he had with his dad during the Vietnam War, a time when political divisions fractured the country. Barrow expressed his own frustrations and doubts about the war and America. Louis looked him in the eye and said, “This is a beautiful country, son, and it’s most important we stand by it. It may make its mistakes. It may not be exactly right, but you have to stand by it.” Glancing at his father’s flag-draped casket, Barrow concluded in a whisper, “We are going to miss you an awful lot, because you were the greatest, truly the greatest.”7

Joe Louis never boasted that he was the greatest. Nor was he known for speaking openly about racial justice. Before the Second World War, Louis rarely uttered a word, at least not publicly, about the American Dilemma—what Swedish author Gunnar Myrdal described as the gulf between the country’s democratic ideals and the persistent denial of Black citizens’ civil rights. During the second half of the 1930s, in the throes of the Great Depression, Louis was known for being a modest, soft-spoken champion whose victories over white opponents made him into a righteous symbol uplifting his people. When he died, journalists wrote obituaries memorializing him more as a cultural phenomenon than as a political force. A columnist at The New York Times quoted Louis’s longtime friend Billy Rowe, a veteran reporter, who said, “Joe did everything quietly. In a way, Joe was a silent revolutionary.”8

But that was only partially true. There’s a certain myth that Louis never spoke out against racism and that he did not think it was appropriate for him to be anything more than a boxer. However, his experience in a segregated army sparked his political awakening. That awakening—a growing determination to fight for freedom and full citizenship—swept across Black America in large cities and small towns, in defense plants and diners, on army posts and naval bases. During the war Louis advocated for Black soldiers facing discrimination in the United States Army. And when he returned home from the service, while Black veterans were being attacked by lynch mobs, he spoke out against racial violence and white supremacy. Joining veterans and civil rights activists, he urged Black citizens to fight for voting rights and demand racial equality. In short, the Second World War transformed Louis into the first prominent Black athlete turned activist, a crucial role that has been overlooked.9

That story unfolds in The Fight of His Life. Our book demonstrates that Louis was not an incidental or invisible actor in the long struggle for civil rights. Rather, his actions during and after the war made Black Americans see him as more than a symbol; they saw him as a leader. Tracing his ascendance in American culture, we follow him from his training camp in Pompton Lakes to his fights at the Polo Grounds and Madison Square Garden, from New York nightclubs to Hollywood studios, from America’s stateside military posts to army bases in Europe and North Africa. Investigating his forty-six months in the army, we explore how the federal government exploited his fame for propaganda purposes and how Louis emerged from the war as a voice of an oppressed people, a freedom fighter.

Telling that Joe Louis story entailed reconstructing his daily life inside and outside the ring using a treasure trove of archival sources: War Department records, official military personnel files, and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) files; the papers of President Franklin Roosevelt; the records of the NAACP; hundreds of newspapers, especially accounts from Black journalists who knew Louis well; newsreels, movies, magazines, and photographs; speeches and songs; memoirs and oral histories; and a variety of other published and unpublished materials.

Those sources allowed us to separate the man from the legend and uncover how much more there was to Joe Louis than the stoic mask he wore in the ring. He was born in rural Alabama, but he was really a product of the Great Migration, having moved to Detroit during his childhood. He grew up hardly knowing his father, but he found paternal influences in the gym. Boxing gave him purpose, but golf brought him joy. Although he lacked a formal education, Louis had a remarkable memory for names, faces, and phone numbers, especially if they belonged to attractive women. He loved his first wife, Marva, but he romanced countless other women too. It seemed that he spent more nights sleeping in hotels than at home. He attracted large crowds at nightclubs, where he gladly picked up the tab even though during his fighting days, he didn’t imbibe anything stronger than a Coca-Cola. Joe could be reticent with reporters but completely comfortable with strangers he met on the street. He indulged in the trappings of fame. Nearly every morning, he had his valet draw a bath and lay out his fine clothes. He made far more money than any other athlete of his generation, but he finished his career completely broke.

Joe Louis had no regrets. “The thing you have to understand about Joe,” said his longtime friend Truman Gibson, “is that he lived every day.” A Black lawyer from Chicago, Gibson understood Louis better than most. “I went to school, planned for the future,” he said. But “Joe Louis lived every day.”10
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