
sented much more to poor blacks, and also to the radicalizing working 

class in the 19305. 
This played out most famously during Louis's two fights against Ger­

man boxer MaX Schmeling in 193,6and 1938. Hitler heavily promoted 

Schmeling as a living embodiment of "Aryan greatness ." In their first 

bout, Schmeling scored a surprising knockout. Not only did Hitler and 

Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels have a field day, but the southern 

press in the United States gloated. One article in the New Orleans 

Times-Picayunewrote that the fight proved who really was the master 

race. 

The Louis-Schmeling rematch in 1938was a political maelstrom-a 

physical referendum on Hitler, the Jim Crow South, and the correctness 

of antiracism . The U.S. Communist Party organized radio listenings of 

the fight from Harlem to Birmingham that became mass meetings. 

Hitler closed ,down movie houses so people would be compelled to, lis­

ten. It wasn't a wise move. Louis devastated Schmeling in one round- 53 

Richard Wright wrote about the Louis-Schmeling fight for the maga­

zine New Masses.In his article, titled "H igh Tide in Harlem: Joe Louis as 

a Symbol of Freedom," he set the stage for that historic night: .., 

The Louis-Schmeling fight for the heavyweight championship of 

the world at the Yankee Stadium was one of the greatest dramas 

of make -believe ever witnessed in America, a drama which ma­

nipulated the common symbols and impulses in the minds and 

bodies of millions of people so effectively as to put to shame our 

professional playwrights, our O'Neills, our Lawsons, 'and our 

Caldwells . ... 

Each of the seventy thousand who had so eagerly jammed his 

way into the bowls steel tiers under the open sky had come already 

emotionally conditioned as to the values that would triumph if his 
, 
puppet won .... 

But out beyond the walls .of the stadium were twelve million 

Negroes to whom the black puppet symbolized the living refuta­

tion of the hatred spewed forth daily over radios, in newspapers, in 

movies, and in books about their lives. Day byday, since their al­



leged emanci pation , they have watched a picture of themselves 

being painted as lazy, stupid, and diseased. In he lpless horror they 

have suffered the attacks and exploitation which followed in the 

wake of their being branded as "inferiors."True, hundreds of thou­

sands of these Negroes would have preferred that refutation could 

have been made in some fonn other than pugilism ; but so effec­

tively and completely have they been isolated and restricted in vo­

cation that they rarely have had the opportunity to participate in 

the meaningful processes ofAmerica's national life. Jim Crowed in 

the army and navy, barred from many trades and professions, ex­

cluded from commerce and finance, relegated to menial positions 

in government, segregated residentially; denied the right of fran­

chise for the most part ; in short, forced to live a separate and im­

poverished life, they were glad for even the meager acceptance of 

their humanity implied in the cham pionsh ip ofJoe Louis." 

Wright went on to describe Louis 's physical domination of 

Schmeling : 

At the beginning of the fight there was a wild shriek which gradu­

ally died as the seconds flew. What was happening was so stun­

ning that even cheering was out of place . The black puppet, 

contrary to all Nazi racial laws, was punching the white puppet so 

rapidly that the eye could not follow the blows. It was not really a 

fight; it was an act of revenge, of dominance , of complete mastery. 

The black puppet glided from his comer and simply wiped his feet 

on the white puppet's face. The black puppet was contemptuous, 

swift: his victory was complete, unquestionable, decisive; his 

blows must have jarred the marrow not only in the white puppet's 

but in Hitler's own bones. 

Then Wright famously described the reaction in Harlem : 

In Harlem, that area of a few squa re blocks in upper Manhattan 

where a quarter of a million Negroes are forced to live through an 




