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YOU’LL NEVER SEE
ANOTHER ONE LIKE
LEON SPINKS

ONE OF A KIND

Ali’s so-called “Rope-a-Dope” strategy, which had worked so well for him against George Foreman and others, was folly against Spinks. The challenger was
as energetic and spirited in the 15th round as he had been in the first.

L

eon Spinks, who died February 5 at the age 67,
had personality that stood out like a diamond in a
pawnshop window. He was raw and honest and made
people laugh without even trying. He was fierce in the
boxing ring and cuddly the rest of the time, a man

★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Looking back, it’s difficult to know
whether winning the heavyweight
championship was the best thing that
ever happened to Leon or the worst.
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

who lived life minus a steering wheel.
His younger brother, Michael, was thoughtful and spoke softly,
George Harrison to Leon’s Ringo Star. What they shared beyond
brotherly love was boxing, the vehicle that made them Olympic
gold medalists and world champions.
Michael was moved carefully as a pro, while Leon was on a
faster track. Still, it seemed ludicrous when Leon, after only seven
professional fights, was given a title shot against Muhammad Ali.
What were they trying to do? Ruin the guy?
It was more a matter of protecting Ali. At 36, he was on the
homestretch and coming off a taxing fight with Earnie Shavers.
He needed a challenger who would put up a good fight but have
virtually no chance of winning. It couldn’t be just any of old pug. To
maximize revenue, a recognizable face had to be in the other corner.
Leon ticked all the boxes. Except for Sugar Ray Leonard, he was
the best known of the five American boxers who won gold medals at
the Montreal Games. He radiated a zany, almost childlike behavior
that made people chuckle at his antics over their morning coffee and
newspaper.
All the same, the first Ali-Spinks was a hard sell.
“NBC and ABC wouldn’t bid on it, so CBS took it,” wrote
columnist Paul Benson. “Stung by the fans’ disinterest and perhaps
feeling gloomy about his mounting financial problems, Ali took
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Above left: Spinks came out of the Montreal Olympics a star, beating five fighters on the way to winning the gold medal at light heavyweight. Above right:
Winning the heavyweight title in just his eighth pro fight brought Spinks immediate fame and wealth, which he was ill-equipped to handle.

to uncharacteristic public sulking, declaring that he would do no
interviews. ‘I’m just tired of the press and I’m tired of people,’ he
said—perhaps the most surprising words he ever uttered.”
In hindsight, it appears obvious. Ali, just four fights away from the
finish line, was poorly conditioned and world-weary. Even so, when
Spinks won a 15-round decision victory in March 1978 it was considered
one of the biggest upsets in heavyweight championship history.
People were astonished that the neophyte from St. Louis’s
notorious Pruitt-Igoe housing project could vanquish arguably the
greatest heavyweight champion of all time.
Looking back, it’s difficult to know whether winning the
heavyweight championship was the best thing that ever happened
to Leon or the worst. The seven months he held the title was pretty
much one long celebration. Spinks was headed for an Andy Ruiz
Jr.-style rematch.
“I started living a wild life . . . women, drugs, all that stuff. I did
a lot of things wrong. It’s like I had no responsibility at all,” Leon
told The Chicago Tribune’s Sam Smith.
Before Leon was done, all that stuff included being arrested
for driving the wrong way on a one-way street without a license,
crashing his two-day old Corvette, and a week later running it
through a fence. Speeding tickets fell like confetti. Everything was
a blur.

“I was going through life so fast that I never thought what it was
about, what I wanted to do with my life,” he told Smith.
The media couldn’t get enough if him. There were photos of Leon
posing on the hood of a Rolls Royce and another of him taking a
bath, wearing a cowboy hat and smoking a cigar. Thing got even
rowdier when Mr. T joined the team.
There was no problem selling the rematch with Ali. A crowd of
63,350 packed the Superdome in New Orleans and ABC paid $3.5
million for the broadcast rights. Approximately 90 million viewers
watched in the United States and an estimated 2 billion worldwide.
In turned out to be the final victory of Ali’s legendary career. He
boxed carefully and won a unanimous 15-round decision. Leon’s
cut was $3.75 million, but he claims he never saw a penny.
Leon fought on until December 1995, going 19-16-2 in his final 37
bouts, including a cruiserweight title fight with Dwight Muhammad
Qawi and a crack at heavyweight champ Larry Holmes. Leon lost
both inside the distance.
As one might have expected, he fell on hard times after his career
ended, the millions of dollars Leon had earned in the ring gone. He
was reportedly homeless at one point, living in a shelter. He worked
at McDonalds and the YMCA in Columbus, Nebraska. At other
times he was a greeter at Mike Ditka’s Chicago restaurant.
He stepped back into the spotlight when his son, Cory Spinks,
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While Leon was the more celebrated amateur and the more recognizable name, it was younger brother Michael who achieved more professionally, becoming
a dominant light heavyweight champion and the first light heavyweight champion to win the heavyweight title.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

But we’ll never know for sure what Leon
would have achieved if he could have
found a way to slow the powerful forces
of commerce that ate him up as fast as it
could, worried he’d beat them to it.
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

won the welterweight championship in December 2003. That night
in Atlantic City, when Cory took the WBC, WBA and IBF belts
from Ricardo Mayorga, Leon’s famous gap-tooth grin was shining
brighter than it had in years.
He became a regular guest during Induction Weekend at the
International Boxing Hall of Fame (IBHOF), where he was a fan
favorite, seemingly at peace after going though some dark times.
For me, there’s still a nagging question: Was Leon ever really
happy? Was his public persona a mask he wore to ward off the
memories of his tormented childhood?
John Crittenden, who grew up on the same block as the Spinks
brothers, told John Florio and Ouisie Shanpiro, co-authors of One
Punch from the Promised Land, that “Leon was a quiet kid. He
kept to himself. He was bullied a lot. He wouldn’t stand up for
himself. He shied away from everybody. We really did bully him and
Michael. They wouldn’t fight. They cried and ran home.”
The harassment stopped when Leon and Michael joined the
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hardcore DeSoto Rec Center and learned to box, but perhaps Leon
carried that hurt with him throughout his life. Perhaps the beaming
smile and party-hardy lifestyle was an effort to compensate for the
pain of a deprived childhood. It’s not uncommon, you know.
He never really like being called “Neon” Leon, but after a while
learned to go along with it and laugh like everybody. It’s strange
how fragile a fighting man’s feelings can be.
Conversely, after escaping Pruitt-Igoe, Michael lived a relatively
tranquil life away from the ring. He accomplished far more than
Leon, winning the light heavyweight championship, holding it for
years and then beating Larry Holmes for the lineal heavyweight title.
Michael, of course, was a better fighter. It usually comes down
to that in the end.
But we’ll never know for sure what Leon would have achieved if
he could have found a way to slow the powerful forces of commerce
that ate him up as fast as it could, worried he’d beat them to it. He
was tough and brave, and not without talent, willing to fight anyone
regardless of whether he was in shape or not—a real fighter.
Leon was the flavor of the year in 1978, his face on the cover of
Sports Illustrated, his victory the winner of a trio of Ring magazine
awards: Fight of the Year, Upset of the Year, and Progress of the
Year. There was no way he could top that. He had peaked in his
eighth pro bout.
The rest of Leon’s career was mainly about hanging on and
paying the bills, and there’s nothing wrong with that. There were
some decent wins over guys like Bernardo Mercado and Alfredo
Evangelista along the way, but the years went by, the losses piled
up, and he finally retired in December 1995 with an overall record
of 26-17-3 (14).
Those are the unremarkable stats of a remarkable fighter. The
truth doesn’t reside in the numbers, it’s about what he did in the
most important fight of his life, about how a scared kid who used
to have his lunch stolen became
heavyweight champion of the world.
As much for who he was,
as for what he did, Leon is the
Spinks brother the general public
remembers, the one who looked
like a vampire when he took out his
bridgework. Michael is the brother
whose name they sometimes forget.
I doubt it bothers Michael, he’s
always looked up to his big brother
and wanted to be just like him. He
couldn’t, of course. There is only one
Leon Spinks and now he’s gone. ★

Top: In his only other shot at the
heavyweight title, Spinks gave
Larry Holmes two good rounds
before getting stopped in the third
round in 1981 in Detroit. Left: In his
later years Spinks became a fan
favorite at the annual International
Boxing Hall of Fame induction
ceremony weekend, but his final
years were marked by illness.

