THE LOSER
Esquire, 1964

T THE FOOT of a mountain in upstate New York, about
Asixty miles from Manhattan, there is an abandoned coun-
try clubhouse with a dusty dance floor, upturned bar stools,
and an untuned piano; and the only sounds heard around
the place at night come from the big white house behind it—the
clanging sounds of garbage cans being toppled by raccoons,
skunks, and stray cats making their nocturnal raids down from
the mountain.

The white house seems deserted, too; but occasionally, when
the animals become too clamorous, a light will flash on, a win-
dow will open, and a Coke bottle will come flying through the
darkness and smash against the cans. But mostly the animals
are undisturbed until daybreak, when the rear door of the white
house swings open and a broad-shouldered Negro appears in
gray sweat clothes with a white towel around his neck.

He runs down the steps, quickly passes the garbage cans,
and proceeds at a trot down the dirt road beyond the country
club toward the highway. Sometimes he stops along the road
and throws a flurry of punches at imaginary foes, each jab
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punctuated by hard gasps of his breathing—“hegh-hegh-
hegh”—and then, reaching the highway, he turns and soon
disappears up the mountain.

At this time of morning farm trucks are on the road, and the
drivers wave at the runner. And later in the morning other
motorists see him, and a few stop suddenly at the curb and ask,
“Sa.y, aren’t you Floyd Patterson?” %

“No,” says Floyd Patterson, “I’m his brother, Raymond.”

The motorists move on, but recently a man on foot, a di-
sheveled man who seemed to have spent the night outdoors,
staggered behind the runner along the road and yelled, “Hey,
Floyd Patterson!”

“No, I’'m his brother, Raymond.”

“Don’t tell me you’re not Floyd Patterson. I know what
Floyd Patterson looks like.”

“QOkay,” Patterson said, shrugging, “if you want me to be
Floyd Patterson, I'll be Floyd Patterson.”

“So let me have your autograph,” said the man, handing
him a rumpled piece of paper and a pencil.

He signed it—“Raymond Patterson.”

One hour later Floyd Patterson was jogging his way back down
the dirt path toward the white house, the towel over his head
absorbing the sweat from his brow. He lives alone in a two-
room apartment in the rear of the house and has remained there
in almost complete seclusion since getting knocked out a second
time by Sonny Liston.

In the smaller room is a large bed he makes up himself, sév-
eral record albums he rarely plays, a telephone that seldom
rings. The larger room has a kitchen on one side and, on the
other, adjacent to a sofa, is a fireplace from which are hung
boxing trunks and T-shirts to dry, and a photograph of him
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when he was the champion, and also a television set. The set is
usually on except when Patterson is sleeping, or when he is -
sparring across the road inside the clubhouse (the ring is rigged
over what was once the dance floor), or when, in a rare mo-
ment of painful honesty, he reveals to a visitor what it is like to
be the loser.

“Oh, I would give up anything to just be able to work with
Liston, to box with him somewhere where nobody would see us,
and to see if I could get past three minutes with him,” Patterson
was saying, wiping his face with the towel, pacing slowly around
the room near the sofa. “I know I can do better. . . . Oh, ’'m not
talking about a rematch. Who would pay a nickel for another
Patterson-Liston fight? I know I wouldn't.. .. But all I want to
.c_lo is get past the first round.”

Then he said, “You have no idea how it is in the first round.
You’re out there with all those people around you, and those
cameras, and the whole world looking in, and all that move-
ment, that excitement, and “The Star-Spangled Banner;’ and the
whole nation hoping you’ll win, including the president. And
do you know what all this does? It blinds you, just blinds you.
And then the bell rings,’and you go at Liston and he’s coming
at you, and you’re not even aware that there’s a referee in the
ring with you.

“Then you can’t remember much of the rest, because you
don’t want to. . .. All you recall is, all of a sudden you’re getting
up, and the referee is saying, ‘You all right?’ and you say, ‘Of
course I'm all right,” and he says, “‘What’s your name?’ and you
say, ‘Patterson.’

“And then, suddenly, with all this screaming around you,
you’re down again, and you know you have to get up, but
you're extremely groggy, and the referee is pushing you back,
and your trainer is in there with a towel, and people are all
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standing up, and your eyes focus directly at no one person—
you’re sort of floating.

“It is not a bad feeling when you’re knocked out,” he said.
“It’s a good feeling, actually. It’s not painful, just a sharp grog-
giness. You don’t see angels or stars; you’re on a pleasant
cloud. After Liston hit me in Nevada, I felt, for about four or
five seconds, that everybody in the arena was actually in the
ring with me, circled around me like a family, and you feel
warmth toward all the people in the arena after you’re knocked
out. You feel lovable to all the people. And you want to reach
out and kiss everybody—men and women—and after the Lis-
ton fight somebody told me I actually blew a kiss to the crowd
from the ring. I don’t remember that. But I guess it’s true be-
cause that’s the way you feel during the four or five seconds
after a knockout.

“But then,” Patterson went on, still pacing, “this good feel-
ing leaves you. You realize where you are, and what you’re
doing there, and what has just happened to you. And what fol-
lows is a hurt, a confused hurt—not a physical hurt—it’s a
hurt combined with anger; it’s a what-will-people-think hurt;
it’s an ashamed-of-my-own-ability hurt ... and all you want
then is a hatch door in the middle of the ring—a hatch door
that will open and let you fall through and land in your dress-
ing room instead of having to get out of the ring and face those
people. The worst thing about losing is having to walk out of
the ring and face those people.”

Then Patterson walked over to the stove and put on the kettle
for tea. He remained silent for a few moments. Through the
walls could be heard the footsteps and voices of the sparring

partners and the trainer who live in the front of the house. Soon
they would be in the clubhouse getting things ready should Pat-
terson wish to spar. In two days he was scheduled to fly to
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Stockholm and fight an Italian named Amonti, Patterson’s first
appearance in the ring since the last Liston fight.

Next he hoped to get a fight in London against Henry Coo-
per. Then, if his confidence was restored, his reflexes reacting,
Patterson hoped to start back up the ladder in this country,
fighting all the leading contenders, fighting often, and not wait-
ing so long between each fight as he had done when he was a
champion in the 90 percent tax bracket.

His wife, whom he finds little time to see, and most of his
friends think he should quit. They point out that he does not
need the money. Even he admits that, from investments alone
on his $8-million gross earnings, he should have an annual in-
come of about $35,000 for the next twenty-five years. But Pat-
terson, who is only twenty-nine years old and barely scratched,
cannot believe that he is finished. He cannot help but think
that it was something more than Liston that destroyed him—a
strange, psychological force was also involved, and unless he
can fully understand what it was, and learn to deal with it
in the boxing ring, he may never be able to live peacefully
anywhere but under this mountain. Nor will he ever be able
to discard the false whiskers and mustache that, ever since

- Johansson beat him in 1959, he has carried with him in a small

attaché case into each fight so he can slip out of the stadium
unrecognized should he lose.

“I often wonder what other fighters feel, and what goes
through their minds when they lose,” Patterson said, placing
the cups of tea on the table. “I've wanted so much to talk to

. another fighter about all this, to compare thoughts, to see if
he feels some of the same things I’ve felt. But who can you talk
i to? Most fighters don’t talk much anyway. And I can’t even

look another fighter in the eye at a weigh-in, for some reason.
“At the Liston weigh-in, the sportswriters noticed this, and
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said it showed I was afraid. But that’s not it. I can never look
any fighter in the eye because . . . well, because we’re going to
fight, which isn’t a nice thing, and because . . . well, once I ac-
tually did look a fighter in the eye. It was a long, long time ago.
I must have been in the amateurs then. And when I looked
at this fighter, I saw he had such a nice face ... and then he
looked at me . ..and smiled at me .. .and I smiled back! It
was strange, very strange. When a guy can look at another
guy and smile like that, I don’t think they have any business
fighting.

“I don’t remember what happened in that fight, and I don’t
remember what the guy’s name was. I only remember that,
ever since, [ have never looked another fighter in the eye.”

The telephone rang in the bedroom. Patterson got up to an-
swer it. It was his wife, Sandra. So he excused himself, shutting
the bedroom door behind him.

Sandra Patterson and their four children live in a $100,000
home in an upper-middle-class white neighborhood in Scars-
dale, New York. Floyd Patterson feels uncomfortable in this
home surrounded by a manicured lawn and stuffed with furni-
ture, and, since losing his title to Liston, he has preferred living
full-time at his camp, which his children have come to know
as “daddy’s house.” The children, the eldest of whom is a daugh-
ter named Jeannie, now seven years old, do not know exactly
what their father does for a living. But Jeannie, who watched
the last Liston-Patterson fight on closed-circuit television, ac-
cepted the explanation that her father performs in a kind of
game where the men take turns pushing one another down; he
had his turn pushing them down, and now it is their turn.

The bedroom door opened again, and Floyd Patterson, shak-
ing his head, was very angry and nervous.
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“I'm not going to work out today,” he said. “I'm going to fly
down to Scarsdale. Those boys are picking on Jeannie again.
She’s the only Negro in this school, and the older kids give her
a rough time, and some of the older boys tease her and lift up
her dress all the time. Yesterday she went home crying, and
so today I’'m going down there and plan to wait outside the
school for those boys to come out, and . . .»

“How old are they?” he was asked.

“Teenagers,” he said. “Old enough for a left hook.”

Patterson telephoned his pilot friend Ted Hanson, who stays
at the camp and does public-relations work for him, and has
helped teach Patterson to fly. Five minutes later Hanson, a lean
white man with a crew cut and glasses, was knocking on the
door; and ten minutes later both were in the car that Patterson
was driving almost recklessly over the narrow, winding coun-
try roads toward the airport, about six miles from the camp.

“Sindra is afraid I'll cause trouble; she’s worried about
what I’ll do to those boys; she doesn’t want trouble!” Patter-
son snapped, swerving around a hill and giving his car more
gas. “She’s just not firm enough! She’s afraid . .. and she was
afraid to tell me about that groceryman who’s been making
passes at her. It took her a long time before she told me about
that dishwasher repairman who comes over and calls her
‘baby.” They all know I'm away so much. And that dishwasher

- repairman’s been to my home about four, five times this month

already. That machine breaks down every week. I guess he
fixes it so it breaks down every week. Last time, I laid a trap. I
waited forty-five minutes for him to come, but then he didn’t
show up. I was going to grab him and say, ‘How would you
like it if T called your wife baby? You’d feel like punching me

* in the nose, wouldn’t you? Well, that’s what ’'m going to do—if

you ever call her baby again. You call her Mrs. Patterson; or

147



GAY TALESE

Sandra, if you know her. But you don’t know her, so call her
Mrs. Patterson.’ And then I told Sandra that these men, this
type of white man, he just wants to have some fun with col-
ored women. He’ll never marry a colored woman, just wants
to have some fun.”

Now he was driving into the airport’s parking lot. Directly
ahead, roped to the grass airstrip, was t}ge single-engine green
Cessna that Patterson bought and learned to fly before the
second Liston fight. Flying was a thing Patterson had always
feared—a fear shared by, maybe inherited from, his manager,
Cus D’Amato, who still will not fly.

D’Amato, who took over training Patterson when the fighter
was seventeen or eighteen years old and exerted a tremendous
influence over his psyche, is a strange but fascinating man of
. fifty-six who is addicted to Spartanism and self-denial and is
possessed by suspicion and fear: He avoids subways because
he fears someone might push him onto the tracks; never has
married; never reveals his home address.

“lI must keep my enemies confused,” D’Amato once ex-
plained. “When they are confused, then I can do a job for my
fighters. What I do not want in life, however, is a sense of se-
curity; the moment a person knows security, his senses are
dulled—and he begins to die. I also do not want many plea-
sures in life; I believe the more pleasures you get out of living,
the more fear you have of dying.” '

Until a few years ago, D’Amato did most of Patterson’s talk-
ing, and ran things like an Italian padrone. But later Patterson,
the maturing son, rebelled against the father image. After los-
ing to Sonny Liston the first time—a fight D’Amato had urged
Patterson to resist—Patterson took flying lessons. And before
the second Liston fight, Patterson had conquered his fear
of heights, was master at the controls, was filled with renewed
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confidence—and knew, too, that even if he lost, he at least pos-
sessed a vehicle that could get him out of town, fast.

But it didn’. After the fight, the little Cessna, weighed down
by too much luggage, became overheated ninety miles outside of
Las Vegas. Patterson and his pilot companion, having no choice
but to turn back, radioed the airfield and arranged for the rental
of a larger plane. When they landed, the Vegas air terminal was
filled with people leaving town after the fight. Patterson hid in
the shadows behind a hangar. His beard was packed in the
trunk. But nobody saw him.

Later the pilot flew Patterson’s Cessna back to New York
alone. And Patterson flew in the larger, rented plane. He was
accompanied on this flight by Hanson, a friendly, forty-two-
year-old, thrice divorced Nevadan who once was a crop
duster, a bartender, and a cabaret hoofer; later he became a
pilot instructor in Las Vegas, and it was there that he met Pat-
terson. The two became good friends. And when Patterson
asked Hanson to help fly the rented plane back to New York,
Hanson did not hesitate, even though he had a slight hangover
that night—partly due to being depressed by Liston’s victory,
partly due to being slugged in a bar by a drunk after objecting

to some unflattering things the drunk had said about the fight.

Once in the airplane, however, Ted Hanson became very
alert. He had to, because, after the plane had cruised awhile at
10,000 feet, Floyd Patterson’s mind seemed to warder back to
the ring, and the plane would drift off course, and Hanson
would say, “Floyd, Floyd, how’s about getting back on course?”
and then Patterson’s head would snap up and his eyes would
flash toward the dials. And everything would be all right for
a while. But then he was back in the arena, reliving the fight,
hardly believing that it had really happened.

* * *
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And I kept thinking, as I flew out of Vegas that night, of all those
months of training before the fight, all the roadwork, all the spar-
ring, all the months away from Sandra . . . thinking of the time in
camp when I wanted to stay up until 11:15 p.M. to watch a certain
movie on The Late Show. But I didn’t because I had roadwork the
next morning. . . .

And I was thinking about how good I'd fel}: before the fight,
as I lay on the table in the dressing room. I remember thinking,
“You’re in excellent physical condition, you’re in good mental
condition—but are you vicious?” But you tell yourself, “Vicious-
ness is not important now, don’t think about it now; a champion-
ship fight’s at stake, and that’s important enough and—who
knows?—maybe you’ll get vicious once the bell rings.” . ..

And so you lay there trying to get a little sleep . . . but you’re
only in a twilight zone, half asleep, and you’re interrupted every
once in a while by voices out in the hall, some guy’s yelling
“Hey, Jack,” or “Hey, Al,” or “Hey, get those four-rounders into
the ring.” And when you hear that, you think, “They’re not
ready for you yet.” So you lay there...and wonder, “Where
will I be tomorrow? Where will I be three hours from now?”
Oh, you think all kinds of thoughts, some thoughts completely
unrelated to the fight ... you wonder whether you ever paid
your mother-in-law back for all those stamps she bought a year
ago ...and you remember that time at 2 A.m. when Sandra
tripped on the steps while bringing a bottle up to the baby ...
and then you get mad and ask, “What am I thinking about these
things for?”...and you try to sleep...but then the door
opens, and somebody says to somebody else, “Hey, is somebody
gonna go to Liston’s dressing room to watch ’em bandage
up?” ...

And so then you know it’s about time to get ready. . .. You
open your eyes. You get off the table. You glove up, you loosen
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up. Then Liston’s trainer walks in. He\ looks at you; he smiles,
He feels the bandages, and later he says, “Good luck, Floyd,”
and you think, “He didn’t have to say that; he must be a nice
guy...”

And then you go out, and it’s the long walk, always a long
walk, and you think, “What am I gonna be when I come back
this way?” Then you climb into the ring. You notice Billy Ecks-
tine at ringside leaning over to talk to somebody, and you see the
reporters—some you like, some you don’t like—and then it’s
“The Star-Spangled Banner,” and the cameras are rolling, and
the bell rings. . . . ¢

How could the same thing happen twice? How? That’s all T
kept thinking after the knockout. . . . Was I fooling these people
all these years? . .. Was I ever the champion? . . . And then they
lead you out of the ring . . . and up the aisle you go, past those
people, and all you want is to get to your dressing room, fast . . .
but the trouble was in Las Vegas they made a wrong turn along
the aisle, and when we got to the end, there was no dressing
room there . .. and we had to walk all the way back down the
aisle, past the same people, and they must have been thinking,
“Patterson’s not only knocked out, but he can’t even find his
dressing room.” . ..

In the dressing room I had a headache. Liston didn’t hurt me
physically—a few days later I only felt a twitching nerve in my
teeth—it was nothing like some fights I've had: like that Dick

Wagner fight in *53 when he beat my body so bad I was urinat-
ing blood for days. After the Liston fight, I just went into the
bathroom, shut the door behind me, and looked at myself in the
mirror. I just looked at myself, and asked, “What happened?”
and then they started pounding on the door, and saying, “Com’on
out, Floyd, com’on out; the press is here, Cus is here, com’on
out, Floyd.”. . .

151



GAY TALESE

And so I went out, ar_ld they asked questions, but what can
you say? What you’re thinking about is all those months of
training, all the conditioning, all the depriving; and you thihk, “1
didn’t have to run that extra mile, didn’t have to spar that day;
I could have stayed up that night in camp and watched The
Late Show....1 could have fought this fight tonight in no

condition.” . ..

4

“Floyd, Floyd,” Hanson had said, “let’s get back on course.”

Again Patterson would snap out of his reverie and refocus
on the omniscope and get his flying under control. After land-
ing in New Mexico, and then in Ohio, Floyd Patterson and
Ted Hanson brought the little plane into the New York airstrip
near the fight camp. The green Cessna that had been flown
back by the other pilot was already there, roped to the grass
at precisely the same spot it was on this day five months later
when Floyd Patterson was planning to fly it toward perhaps
another fight—this time a fight with some schoolboys in Scars-
dale who had been lifting up his little daughter’s dress.

Patterson and Ted Hanson untied the plane, and Patterson
got a rag and wiped from the windshield the splotches of in-
sects. Then he walked around behind the plane, inspected the
tail, checked under the fuselage, then peered down between
the wing and the flaps to make sure all the screws were tight.
He seemed suspicious of something. D’Amato would have been
pleased.

“If a guy wants to get rid of you,” Patterson explained, “all
he has to do is remove these little screws here. Then, when you
try to come in for a landing, the flaps fall off, and you crash.”

Then Patterson got into the cockpit and started the engine.
A few moments later, with Hanson beside him, Patterson was

" racing the little plane over the grassy field, then soaring over

152

e

A A S

Sy

THE SILENT SEASON OF A HERO

the weeds, then flying high above the gentle hills and trees. It
was a nice takeoff,

Since it was only a forty-minute flight to the Westchester
airport, where Sandra Patterson would be waiting with a car,
Floyd Patterson did all the flying. The trip was uneventful un-
til, suddenly behind a cloud, he flew into heavy smoke that
hovered above a forest fire. His visibility gone, he was forced
to the instruments. And at this precise moment, a fly that
had been buzzing in the back of the cockpit ﬂew.up front and
landed on the instrument panel in front of Patterson. He glared
at the fly, watched it crawl slowly up the windshield, then shot
a quick smash with his palm against the glass. He missed. The
fly buzzed safely past Patterson’s ear, bounced off the back of
the cockpit, circled around. |

“This smoke won’t keep up,” Hanson assured. “You can
level off.”

Patterson leveled off. ,

He flew easily for a few moments. Then the fly buzzed to the
front again, zigzagging before Patterson’s face, landed on the
panel, and proceeded to crawl across it. Patterson watched it,
squinted. Then he slammed down at it with a quick right hand.
Missed.

Ten minutes later, his nerves still on edge, Patterson began
the descent. He picked up the radio microphone—“Westchester
tower . .. Cessna 2729 uniform ., . three miles northwest . . .
land in one-six on final . . ”—and then, after an easy landing,
he climbed quickly out of the cockpit and strode toward his
wife’s station wagon outside the terminal.

But along the way a small man smoking a cigar turned toward
Patterson, waved at him, and said, “Say, excuse me, but aren’t
you...aren’t you...Sonny Liston?”

Patterson stopped. He glared at the man, bewildered. He

153



GAY TALESE

wasn’t sure whether it was a joke or an insult, and he really
did not know what to do.

“Aren’t you Sonny Liston?” the man repeated, quite serious.

“No,” Patterson said, quickly passing by the man, “I'm his
brother.”

When he reached Mrs. Patterson’s car, he asked, “How
much time till school lets out?”

“About fifteen minutes,” she said, starting up the engine.
Then she said, “Oh, Floyd, I just should have told Sister, I
shouldn’t have . ..”

“You tell Sister; I’ll tell the boys.”

Mrs. Patterson drove as quickly as she could into Scarsdale,
with Patterson shaking his head and telling Ted Hanson in the
back, “Really can’t understand these schoolkids. This is a reli-
gious school, and they want $20,000 for a glass window—and
yet, some of them carry these racial prejudices, and it’s mostly
the Jews who are shoulder-to-shoulder with us,and ...

“Oh, Floyd,” cried his wife, “Floyd, I have to get along
here . . . you’re not here, you don’t live here, I...”

She arrived at the school just as the bell began to ring. It was
a modern building at the top of a hill, and on the lawn was
the statue of a saint, and behind it a large white cross. “There’s
Jeannie,” said Mrs. Patterson.

“Hurry, call her over here,” Patterson said.

“Jeannie! Come over here, honey.”

The little girl, wearing a blue school uniform and cap, and
clasping books in front of her, came running down the path
toward the station wagon.

“Jeannie,” Floyd Patterson said, rolling down his window,
“point out the boys who lifted your dress.”

Jeannie turned and watched as several students came down
the path; then she pointed to a tall, thin curly-haired boy walk-
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ing with four other boys, all about twelve to fourteen years
of age.

“Hey,” Patterson called to him, “can I see you for a
minute?”

All five boys came to the side of the car. They looked Pat-
terson directly in the eye. They seemed not at all intimidated
by him.

“You the one that’s been lifting up my daughter’s dress?”
Patterson asked the boy who had been singled out.

“Nope,” the boy said, casually.

“Nope?” Patterson said, caught off guard by the reply. -

“Wasn’t him, Mister,” said another boy. “Probably was his
little brother.”

Patterson looked at Jeannie. But she was speechless, uncer-
tain. The five boys remained there, waiting for Patterson to do
something.

“Well, e, where’s your little brother?” Patterson asked.

“Hey, kid!” one of the boys yelled. “Come over here.”

A boy walked toward them. He resembled his older brother;
he had freckles on his small, upturned nose, had blue eyes, dark
curly hair, and, as he approached the station wagon, he seemed
equally unintimidated by Patterson.

“You been lifting up my daughter’s dress?”

“Nope,” the boy said.

“Nope!” Patterson repeated, frustrated.

“Nope, I wasn’t lifting it. I was just touching it a little.”

The other boys stood around the car looking down at Pat-

I. ~ terson, and other students crowded behind them, and nearby

Patterson saw several white parents standing next to their
parked cars; he became self-conscious, began to tap nervously
with his fingers against the dashboard. He could not raise his
voice without creating an unpleasant scene, yet could not retreat
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gracefully; so his voice went soft, and he said, finally: “Look,
boy, I want you to stop it.  won’t tell your mother—that might
get you in trouble—but don’t do it again, okay?”

“QOkay.”

The boys calmly turned and walked, in a group, up the
street.

Sandra Patterson said nothing. Jeannie opened the door, sat
in the front seat next to her father, and took out a small blue
piece of paper that a nun had given her and handed it across
to Mrs. Patterson. But Floyd Patterson snatched it. He read it.
Then he paused, put the paper down, and quietly announced,
dragging out the words, “She didn’t do her religion . ..”

Patterson now wanted to get out of Scarsdale. He wanted to
return to camp. After stopping at the Patterson home in Scars-
dale and picking up Floyd Patterson, Jr., who is three, Mrs. Pat-
terson drove them all back to the airport. Jeannie and Floyd Jr.
were seated in the back of the plane, and then Mrs. Patterson
drove the station wagon alone up to camp, planning to return to
Scarsdale that evening with the children.

It was 4 p.M. when Floyd Patterson got back to the camp, and
the shadows were falling on the clubhouse, and on the tennis
court routed by weeds, and on the big white house in front of
which not a single automobile was parked. All was deserted and
quiet; it was a loser’s camp.

The children ran to play inside the clubhouse; Patterson
walked slowly toward his apartment to dress for the workout.

“What could I do with those schoolboys?” he asked. “What
can you do to kids of that age?” :

It still seemed to bother him—the effrontery of the boys, the
realization that he had somehow failed, the probability that,
had those same boys heckled someone in Liston’s family, the
school yard would have been littered with limbs.
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While Patterson and Liston both are products of the slum,
and while both began as thieves, Patterson had been tamed in a
special school with help from a gentle Negro spinster; later he
became a Catholic convert and learned not to hate. Still later he
bought a dictionary, adding to his vocabulary such words as
vicissitude and enigma. And when he regained his champion-
ship from Johansson, he became the Great Black Hope of the
Urban League.

He proved that it is possible not only to rise out of a Negro
slum and succeed as a sportsman but also to develop into an
intelligent, sensitive, law-abiding citizen. In proving this, how-
ever, and in taking pride in it, Patterson seemed to lose part
of himself. He lost part of his hunger, his anger—and as he
walked up the steps into his apartment, he was saying, “I be-
came the good guy. ... After Liston won the title, I kept hop-
ing that he would change into a good guy too. That would
have relieved me of the responsibility, and maybe I could have
been more of the bad guy. But he didn’t. . . . It’s okay to be the
good guy when you’re winning. But when you’re losing, it is.
no good being the good guy.”

Patterson took off his shirt and trousers and, moving some
books on the bureau to one side, put down his watch, his cuff
links, and a clip of bills.

“Do you do much reading?” he was asked

“No,” he said. “In fact, you know I’ve never finished reading
a book in my whole life? I don’t know why. I just feel that no
writer today has anything for me; I mean, none of them has
felt any more deeply than I have, and I have nothing to learn
from them. Although Baldwin to me seems different from the
rest. What’s Baldwin doing these days?”

“He’s writing a play. Anthony Quinn is supposed to have a
part in it.”

157



GAY TALESE

“Quinn?” Patterson asked.

“Yes.”

“Quinn doesn’t like me.”

“Why?” .

“I read or heard it somewhere; Quinn had been quoted as
saying that my fight was disgraceful against Liston, and Quinn
said something to the effect that he could have done better.
‘People often say that—they could have done better! Well 1
think that if they had to fight, they couldn’t even go through the
experience of waiting for the fight to begin. They’d be up the
whole night before, and would be drinking, or taking drugs.
They’d probably get a heart attack. I'm sure that, if  was in the
ring with Anthony Quinn, I could wear him out without even
touching him. I would do nothing but pressure him; I'd stalk
him; I’d stand close to him. I wouldn’t touch him, but I'd wear
him out and he’d collapse. But Anthony Quinn’s an old man,
isn’t he?”

“In his forties.”

“Well, anyway,” Patterson said, “getting back to Baldwin,
he seems like a wonderful guy. I've seen him on television,
and, before the Liston fight in Chicago, he came by my camp.
You meet Baldwin on the street and you say, ‘Who’s this
poor slob?”—he seems just like another guy; and this is the
same impression I give people when they don’t know me. But
I think Baldwin and me, we have much in common, and some-
day I'd just like to sit somewhere for a long time and talk to
him.”

Patterson, his trunks and sweatpants on, bent over to tie his
shoelaces, and then, from a bureau drawer, took out a T-shirt
across which was printed Deauville. He has several T-shirts bear-
ing the same name. He takes good care of them. They are souve-
nirs from the high point of his life. They are from the Deauville
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Hotel in Miami Beach, which is where he trained for the third
Ingemar Johansson match in March of 1961.

Never was Floyd Patterson more popular, more admired
than during that winter. He had visited President Kennedy; he
had been given a $35,000 jeweled crown by his manager; his
greatness was conceded by sportswriters—and nobody had any
idea that Patterson, secretly, was in possession of a false mus-
tache and dark glasses that he intended to wear out of Miami
Beach should he lose the third fight to Johansson.

It was after being knocked out by Johansson in their first
fight that Patterson, deep in depression, hiding in humiliation
for months in a remote Connecticut lodge, decided he could
not face the public again if he lost. So he bought false whiskers
and a mustache and planned to wear them out of his dressing
room after a defeat. He had also planned, in leaving his dress-
ing room, to linger momentarily within the crowd and perhaps
complain out loud about the fight. Then he would slip undis-
covered through the night and into a waiting automobile.

Although there proved to be no need for bringing disguise
into the second or third Johansson fights, or into a subsequent
bout in Toronto against an obscure heavyweight named Tom
McNeeley, Patterson brought it anyway; and, after the first
Liston fight, he not only wore it during his thirty-hour auto-
mobile ride from Chicago to New York, but also wore it while
in an airliner bound for Spain.

“As I got onto this plane, you’d never have recognized me,”
he said. “I had on this beard, mustache, glasses, and hat—and I
also limped, to make myself look older. I was alone. I didn’t
care what plane I boarded; I just looked up and saw this sign at
the terminal reading ‘Madrid,” and so I got on that flight after
buying a ticket.

“When I got to Madrid, I registered at a hotel under the
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name ‘Aaron Watson.’ I stayed in Madrid about four or five
days. In the day time [ wandered around to the poorer sections
of the city, limping, looking at the people, and the people
stared back at me and must have thought I was crazy because
I was moving so slow and looked the way I did. I ate food in
my hotel room. Although once I went to a restaurant and or-
dered soup. I hate soup. But I thought it was what old people
would order. So I ate it. And after a week of this, I began to
actually think I was somebody else. I began to believe it. And it
is nice, every once in a while, being somebody else.”

Patterson would not elaborate on how he managed to regis-
ter under a name that did not correspond to his passport; he
merely explained, “With money, you can do anything.”

Now, walking slowly around the room, his black silk robe
over his sweat clothes, Patterson said, “ You must wonder what
makes a man do things like this. Well, I wonder too. And the
answer is, I don’t know . .. but I think that within me, within
every human being, there is a certain weakness. It is a weak-
ness that exposes itself more when you’re alone. And I have
ﬁgured out that part of the reason I do the things I do, and
cannot seem to conquer that one word—mzyself—is because . . .
is because . . .1 am a coward.”

He stopped. He stood very still in the middle of the room,

thinking about what he had just said, probably wondering
whether he should have said it. _

“I am a coward,” he then repeated, softly. “My fighting has
little to do with that fact, though. I mean you can be a fighter—
and a winning fighter—and still be a coward. I was probably
a coward on the night I won the championship back from
Ingemar. And I remember another night, long ago, back when
I was in the amateurs, fighting this big, tremendous man named
Julius Griffin. I was only 153 pounds. I was petrified. It was all
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I could do to cross the ring. And then he came at me and moved
close to me . . . and from then on I don’t know anything. I have
no idea what happened. Only thing I know is, I saw him on the
floor. And later somebody said, ‘Man, I never saw anything like
it. You just jumped up in the air and threw thirty different
punches.’” '

“When did you first think you were a coward?” he was
asked.

“It was after the first Ingemar fight.”

“How does one see this cowardice you speak of?”

“You see it when a fighter loses. Ingemar, for instance, is not
a coward. When he lost the third fight in Miami, he was at a
party later at the Fountainebleau. Had I lost, I couldn’t have
gone to that party. And I don’t see how he did.”

“Could Liston be a coward?”

“That remains to be seen,” Patterson said. “We’ll find out
what he’s like after somebody beats him, how he takes it. It’s
easy to do anything in victory. It’s in defeat that a man reveals
himself. In defeat I can’t face people. I haven’t the strength to
say to people, ‘I did my best, I’'m sorry, and whatnot.’”

“Have you no hate left?” '

“I have hated only one fighter,” Patterson said. “And that
was Ingemar in the second fight. I had been hating him for a
whole year before that—not because he beat me in the first
fight, but because of what he did after. It was all that boasting
in public, and his showing off his right-hand punch on televi-
sion, his thundering right, his ‘toonder and lightning.” And I’d
be home watching him on television and hbating him. It is a
miserable feeling, hate. When a man hates, he can’t have any
peace of mind. And for one solid year I hated him because,
after he took everything away from me, deprived me of every-
thing I was, he rubbed it in. On the night of the second fight, in
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the dressing room, I couldn’t wait until I got into the ring.
When he was a little late getting into the ring, I thought, ‘He’s
holding me up; he’s trying to unsettle me—well, I'll get him!*”

“Why couldn’t you hate Liston in the second match?”

Patterson thought for a moment, then said, “Look, if Sonny
Liston walked into this room now and slapped me in the face,
then you’d see a fight. You’d see the fight of your life because,
then, a principle would be involved. Id forget he was a human
being. I’d forget I was a human being. And I'd fight accord-
ingly.”

“Could it be, Floyd, that you made a mistake in becoming a
prize-fighter?” '

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you say youre a coward; you say you have little
capacity for hate; and you seemed to lose your nerve against
those schoolboys in Scarsdale this afternoon. Don’t you think
you might have been better suited for some other kind of
work? Perhaps a social worker or . ..”

“Are you asking why I continue to fight?”

“Yes.” ‘

“Well,” he said, not irritated by the question, “first of all, I
love boxing. Boxing has been good to me. And I might just as
well ask you the question, “Why do you write?” Or, ‘Do you re-
tire from writing everytime you write a bad story?’ And as to
whether I should have become a fighter in the first place, well,
let’s see how I can explain it. ... Look, let’s say you’re a man
who has been in an empty room for days and days without
food . .. and then they take you out of that room and put you
into another room where there’s food hanging all over the
place . . . and the first thing you reach for, you eat. When you’re
hungry, you’re not choosy, and so I chose the thing ‘that was
closest to me. That was boxing. One day I just wandered into a
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gymnasium and boxed a boy. And I beat him. Then I boxed an-
other boy. I beat him too. Then I kept boxing. And winning. And
I said, ‘Here, finally, is something I can do!’

“Now I wasn’t a sadist,” he quickly added. “But I liked beat-
ing people because it was the only thing I could do. And
whether boxing was a sport or not, I wanted to make it a sport
because it was a thing I could succeed at. And what were the
requirements? Sacrifice. That’s all. To anybody who comes from
the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn, sacrifice comes
easy. And so I kept fighting, and one day I became heavyweight
champion, and I got to know people like you. And you wonder

* how I can sacrifice, how I can deprive myself so much. You just

don’t realize where I've come from. You don’t understand where
I was when it began for me.

“In those days, when I was about eight years old, everything
I got—I stole. I stole to survive, and I did survive, but I seemed
to hate myself. My mother told me I used to point to a photo-
graph of myself hanging in the bedroom and say, ‘I don’t like
that boy!” One day my mother found three large Xs scratched
with a nail or something over that photograph of me. I don’t
remember doing it. But I do remember feeling like a parasite
at home. I remember how awful I used to feel at night when my
.father, a longshoreman, would come home so tired that, as my
mother fixed food before him, he would fall asleep at the table
because he was that tired. I would always take his shoes off and
clean his feet. That was my job. And I felt so bad because here I
was, not going to school, doing nothing, just watching my fa-
ther come home; and on Friday nights it was even worse. He
would come home with his pay, and he’d put every nickel of it
on the table so my mother could buy food for all the children.
I never wanted to be around to see that. I’d run and hide. And
then I decided to leave home and start stealing—and I did. And

163



GAY TALESE

I would never come home unless I brought something that I
had stolen. Once I remember I broke into a dress store and
stole a whole mound of dresses, at 2 A.M., and here I was, this
little kid, carrying all those dresses over the wall, thinking they
were all the same size, my mother’s size, and thinking the cops
would never notice me walking down the street with all those
dresses piled over my head. They did, of course. .. I went to
the Youth House.” X

Floyd Patterson’s children, who had been playing outside all

this time around the country club, now became restless and

began to call him, and Jeannie started to pound on his door. So
Patterson picked up his leather bag, which contained his gloves,
his mouthpiece, and adhesive tape, and walked with the chil-
dren across the path toward the clubhouse.

He flicked on the light switches behind the stage near the
piano. Beams of amber streaked through the dimly lit room
and flashed onto the ring. Then he walked to one side of the
room, outside the ring. He took off his robe, shuffled his feet in
the rosin, skipped rope, and then began to shadowbox in front
of the spit-stained mirror, throwing out quick combinations
of lefts, rights, lefts, rights, each jab followed by a “hegh-hegh-
hegh-hegh”. Then, his gloves on, he moved to the punching

bag in the far corner, and soon the room reverberated to his

rhythmic beat against the hobbling bag—rat-tat-tat-tetteta,
rat-tat-tat-tetteta, rat-tat-tat-tetteta, rat-tat-tat-tetteta!

The children, sitting on pink leather chairs moved from
the bar to the fringe of the ring, watched him in awe, some-
times flinching at the force of his pounding against the leather
bag.

And this is how they would probably remember him years
from now: a dark, solitary, glistening figure punching in the
corner of a forlorn spot at the bottom of a mountain where
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people once came to have fun—until the clubhouse became
unfashionable, the paint began to peel, and Negroes were al-
lowed in.

As Floyd Patterson continued to bang away with lefts and
rights, his gloves a brown blur against the bag, his daughter
slipped quietly off her chair and wandered past the ring into
the other room. There, on the other side of the bar and beyond
a dozen round tables, was the stage. She climbed onto the stage
and stood behind a microphone, long dead, and cried out, imi-
tating a ring announcer, “Ladieeees and gentlemen .. . tonight
we present ...”

She looked around, puzzled. Then, seeing that her little brother
had followed her, she waved him up to the stage and began
again: “Ladieeees and gentlemen . .. tonight we present. ..
Floydie Patterson.” ,

Suddenly, the pounding against the bag in the other room
stopped. There was silence for a moment. Then Jeannie, still
behind the microphone and looking down at her brother, said,
“Floydie, come up here!”

“No,” he said.

“Oh, come up here!”

“No,” he cried.

Then Floyd Patterson’s voice, from the other room, called:
“Cut it out. . . . I'll take you both for a walk in a minute.”

He resumed punching—rat-tat-tat-tetteta—and they returned
to his side. But Jeannie interrupted, asking, “Daddy, how come
you sweating?”

“Water fell on me,” he said, still pounding.

“Daddy,” asked Floyd Jr., “how come you spit water on the
floor before?”

“To get it out of my mouth.”

He was about to move over to the heavier punching bag
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when the sound of Mrs. Patterson’s station wagon could be
heard moving up the road.

Soon she was in Patterson’s apartment cleaning up a bit,
patting the pillows, washing the teacups that had been left in
the sink. One hour later the family was having dinner together.
They were together for two more hours; then, at 10 .M.,
Mrs. Patterson washed and dried all of the dishes and put
the garbage out in the can—where it would remain until the
raccoons and skunks got to it. '

And then, after helping the children with their coats and
walking out to the station wagon and kissing her husband
good-bye, Mrs. Patterson began the drive down the dirt road
toward the highway. Patterson waved once and stood for a mo-
ment watching the taillights go, and then he turned and walked
slowly back toward the house.
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