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This is the KINDLE eBook "Editor's Edition" with extra chapters and extra pictures not available
in the print version of "Kamala Speaks." It is the life story of a WWE pro-wrestler who overcame
very real obstacles like murder, racism and losing both legs to diabetes. Kamala "The Ugandan
Giant" was a tribal, monster-like character that wrestling fans feared everywhere in the 80s &
90s. Never speaking once during his 30 year career, we finally hear what it was like for James
Harris to wrestle headline matches in every major promotion, against Hulk Hogan, Andre The
Giant, The Undertaker, Jake "The Snake" Roberts, The Ultimate Warrior and more. After
traveling the world, he now ironically looks out his back kitchen window each day from a wheel
chair, immobilized as a victim of diabetes. "Kamala Speaks" is a story of inspiration; a wrestling-
memoir loaded with touching anecdotes, humor and insight. It is not an angry/bitter tale told from
someone harping on missed opportunity, but rather one of survival and hope for all.

Bo Ryan is not only one of the great coaches in our game, he is also one of the great
personalities. I have tremendous respect for him and really enjoy his perspective on college
basketball and student-athletes. He's the kind of person you could enjoy your son playing for.''
------- --Roy Williams, Head Coach, University of North CarolinaBo Ryan is one of the game's
finest coaches, and he has come up the ranks the hard way, and the right way. Ryan is
substance over flash, and has developed his skills and philosophy outside of the spotlight.
Because of his success, Ryan now lives in the spotlight. Ryan is proof positive that a steadfast
belief in core principles and an enduring will to compete can carry you to the top. Ryan is really
talented, too, a fact that is too often overlooked. Bo Ryan is the real thing.'' ------ --Jay Bilas,
ESPN college basketball analystBo Ryan is one of the game's finest coaches, and he has come
up the ranks the hard way, and the right way. Ryan is substance over flash, and has developed
his skills and philosophy outside of the spotlight. Because of his success, Ryan now lives in the
spotlight. Ryan is proof positive that a steadfast belief in core principles and an enduring will to
compete can carry you to the top. Ryan is really talented, too, a fact that is too often overlooked.
Bo Ryan is the real thing.'' ------ --Jay Bilas, ESPN college basketball analystAbout the
AuthorMike Lucas, sports columnist for the Madison Capital Times, also doubles as the color
analyst for Badger football and basketball games on the UW radio network. Lucas, a Beloit
native, enrolled at Wisconsin in 1968, and wrote for the Badger Herald and Daily Cardinal before
joining the Capital Times as a full-time writer in 1971. Lucas is entering his 14th season on the
radio network. This is the third book Lucas has penned for KCI Sports following up the well-
received 25 Greatest Moments in Camp Randall Stadium and best-seller Don t Flinch, the
autobiography of former UW football coach and current athletic director Barry Alvarez.
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first time I met James was even before the Kamala gimmick was born. Back then, he was called
Sugar Bear Harris. He was working for a promoter named Leroy McGuirk in Tulsa, and I think
maybe he was just working in a tag team. I don’t remember who his partner was, or who he was
working, but I do remember that James was memorable even then.When I think back to working
in the same promotions that James was working for at the time, I remember James always being
very easy going. Unlike so many other wrestlers, there was never an issue with him in the locker
room. I also remember him being so big and yet amazingly athletic. He had an uncanny agility for
a guy north of 300 pounds. There are teams in the NFL that had tackles who didn’t have his
agility.The real James was a class act. He was a real good human being. If Kamala had talked, it
is almost as if he would have been just too nice to be heel, too nice to sound evil and menacing.
The Kamala persona was perfect for him because he didn’t have to talk. He didn’t have to
expose himself as being the nice person that he was. The greatest actor in the world wouldn’t
have been able to hide it, so the Kamala persona fit him perfectly.About the Kamala persona that
was created for him: people always said it started in Memphis, but he added to it and he was the
one to make it work. James was creative and made it what it was. He added the little nuances to
the gimmick that made it believable and made it climb to the levels that it reached. He really was
a creative guy. His body type, his style, everything really fit him well with that persona.He was



one of those guys that generally the audience was leery of even though they knew it was show
business. He was one of those guys that the audience feared. He was someone the audience
didn’t want to cross.He was also a main event guy no matter where he went. He wasn’t just big in
small-name promotions, or just a regional top guy. I’m talking main events in the big territories,
areas like Dallas, and Memphis, and Mid-South, and even global in The WWE. He was a real
hard worker and he was always really, really good.All in all, James was perfect for the role of
Kamala and I can’t imagine anyone else better for this gimmick but him. I also can’t imagine
James ever doing anything else. He was just perfect for that role and the role was just perfect for
him.Because he was off the radar from being relatively silent, this may have contributed to the
fact to why he is probably one of the most underrated villains in pro wrestling history. He wasn’t
antisocial, but he really took his role seriously — simply because he wasn’t a real talkative
personality.For a mouthpiece, I knew him to be often teamed with Skandor Akbar. This was a
perfect pairing. Akbar was an old-school heel who didn’t want to fraternize with the fans. He was
the perfect voice for Kamala and the two of them together just made sense. The pairing
complimented James very well.James had the ability to have a good match with any opponent.
He always had a good match, no matter their size or their ability. James could always seem to
bring out the best in his opponent, no matter who that opponent was. He always figured out a
way for their matches to earn more credibility with the fans, and earn more money overall for
everybody. He actually was great business man that way.I haven’t seen James in years.
Everyone in this business is always moving around. They go to different promotions. They travel.
You are with this company a while, then you move on to another company for a while.
Sometimes you are just not able to keep in touch, as you would like. But James Harris, in my
experience, was always the kind of guy that you would not see for years, but then just sit down
with him and you would feel like you have never been separated.James is a great man and a real
classy guy. Every promoter I worked with always wanted to find a good main-eventer like James
that they could build their company on. James was always dependable; not high maintenance.
Never hard to deal with. No real demons to wrestle with. No problems in the locker
room.Promoters wanted him to be the savage beast that never talked to people, so that is what
he did. He protected the gimmick.I am interested in reading his story because he was never the
most talkative person in the world. He never saw the need to “have the floor” in the conversation
or debates that happened in locker rooms. I was around him for many years and he never really
talked very much at all. He was always polite, always professional and never had anything really
bad to say about anyone. However, I always wanted to know what he was thinking.James spent
a lot of time by himself, or maybe only with one or two people. That was it. I am curious to see his
reflections and his take on his own career. He was never one to express himself, but you know
he had feelings. He had sensitivities. He had opinions. He was a silent but bright guy, who
understood his wrestling persona better that anyone.One of the beauties about how James
would communicate in the ring was the way he could tell a story through the expressions on his
face; the way he would tilt his head, the way he would hold his eyes, the way he could show



emotions with his face. Now I am really looking forward to reading written words of expression to
see James portray himself in a different light.I am sure it wasn’t easy working as a black
performer in a Caucasian bosses’ world. I am particularly interested in hearing his story
regarding that. To say racial issues at the time that James was wrestling weren’t prevalent would
be misleading. I am eager to hear what his thoughts on racism were. You can’t find many African
American promoters. I don’t know any. The “good ole boy” promoter network was in its heyday
when James was really out there. Finally, that story will be told.Being around him for decades, I
noticed that James only allowed people to get inside his comfort zone only so far. But this book
promises to let you inside the head of one of the most feared wrestling villains of all time. I am
very curious to read his story in his words, as he played a unique character in an extraordinary
business.— Jim RossCHAPTER 1JITTERSOne more match. “Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up and
wait.” Wait, wait, wait. This is the story of my life. They give you a time they want you to be there
and it is usually hours before they really need you to be there. Does this sound familiar to you? I
know. It doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t need to be that early, right? This happened to me every
weekend for almost 30 years, be it at the airport, or at the hotel, or just before a show. Hurry up
and wait was happening to me again before one of my biggest fights ever.While I may not be the
most educated man in the world, I am pretty good at three things; I know how to drive a truck, I
know what it is like to be an internationally-known pro wrestler, and I know how to “hurry up and
wait.” In fact, I am a “hurry up and wait” expert.Much like the fight I am about to enter today, in the
1980s and mid-1990s, I would often get to a wrestling show a few hours before I actually needed
to be there. It wasn’t just extra time to dress up and paint myself, however. I needed to be early
because, nine times out of ten, I would lay out all my stuff only to get thrown out of my room only
a few minutes into my pre-match rituals.When it came to getting the good locker rooms, the early
bird got the worm. If a wrestler was early to a big venue with private dressing rooms, they could
have the pick of the litter. However, 30 years after Martin Luther King’s famous speech, being the
“early bird” wouldn’t always bring a worm to a blackbird. We were still living by old rules.I needed
to be early to a fight just to engage in another fight for personal space. Before every show, the
officials would single me out and take my dressing room to make the space available for
someone “better” than me. This happened so much that eventually I learned to set up camp
underneath a tarp in the alley outside the arena to get ready for a match.My name is James
Harris, but for a period of time, every wrestling fan in the world knew me as “Kamala,” a big
monster of a wrestler that everyone feared. I am in the middle of another “hurry up and wait”
situation.Today, however, I am the one in fear, before another one of my biggest battles ever.I
rolled up to the big building, extremely early.Moving down a dirty long dark hall from the parking
garage, the same annoying thought came into my head that would often creep in before an
important fight like a pay-per-view, or a big event at Madison Square Garden. “What happens if
something goes wrong, I mean seriously wrong?”As a professional wrestler, every time you get
in the ring you are putting your body on the line. You could risk a serious injury that could put you
down for months or years, with no income. You could risk paralysis. You could even risk



death.Like any other professional athletes, after seeing something go horribly wrong right before
their eyes, I would sometimes wonder before walking into a big match, “What if these are the last
steps that I ever take?”Tonight, I know the answer.I thought about my battered gear bag, that I
usually had in tow. It was a black roller carry-on bag with one of those retractable pull handles. It
traveled everywhere with me, all around the world. It is the same bag that smuggled free hot
dogs and food to get me by on a long road trip. It is the same bag that saw broken paint bottles
and various other spills and held countless stains on its insides from the journeys over the
years.Old faithful is missing, as well as other changes to my pre-match ritual formula.Check
in.The noise is different here.I make my way to an empty room, and there is no hassle, no fuss.
This is my room tonight. There is no question about it.A man comes by and brings me into see
the medic. They weigh me in and check my blood pressure, just as they always did before a
fight. But something is different, very different.The energy in the building is not electric. It is not
thick and you cannot cut it with a knife. The energy in the air is almost not alive.It is more
somber, like a funeral.I am waiting. I am waiting.Wait, wait, wait.My head is full of thoughts and
full of nothing, at the same time. I say a little prayer and then I wait.And then, it happens: the
doctor arrives.It is March 27, 2012, only six months after they took my first leg. I am back again
for the rematch. The finish of this match, this time, will be different, because it will leave me in a
wheelchair for life.Another PieceHurry up, hurry up, hurry up and wait. They are about to cut a
piece off me again, but it actually won’t happen probably for another 24 hours. Now I have to sit
and wait for them to do it.I’ve been diabetic for at least 20 years. Being stubborn, trying to ignore
the red flag diabetic signs for so many years has finally caught up to me. Trying to avoid the
inevitable only made things worse.After it really hit the fan, I was up to dialysis three times a
week before I found the little blister on the side of a toe on my left leg. Eventually, they took that
toe from me. Then they took another, and then they took another. Then, they took the whole foot.
But that wasn’t good enough. They took my left leg, right above the knee.They just keep taking
pieces of me, bit by bit, a little piece at a time.Today, we officially shift from the left to the other
side. The exact same issues have started up, this time, attacking my right leg.With my poor
circulation, sadly, nothing is healing. When I found the same little toe blister on my right foot, I
knew what was coming. Sure enough, the tiny bubble turned into a sore on the side of my foot,
and now, here I am again.A crutch or cane will no longer be of any help to me for my mobility and
freedom.They are pushing me down the hall now on a gurney to a pre-op examination room to
run some tests.The nice lady is waiting. I remember her. She is the same one I have always
seen; four or was it five times before?It is all too familiar, and yet it is all a blur.She will admit me
to a bed and will also ask me a bunch of health-related questions. Then, she will write down my
personal details on her little clipboard.She will run a number of tests on me to make sure I am
healthy enough for this operation: a breathing test, X-ray of the arteries, chest X-ray, blood tests,
and an ECG heart tracer.The surgeon who will be performing my operation and also the doctor
who will give me my anesthetic will stop in. They will discuss where on the leg the amputation
will happen. They will talk over me. They would answer questions, but I won’t ask any. I don’t



have any say in the matter. They will take some of me away, again, and there is nothing I can say
to stop them. In the anesthetic room, I will glass over. I will enter a zombie-like state, before they
even give me anything to put me under.I will remember the statistics. “The five-year mortality rate
after limb amputation is 68%.” I will think about shitting and I will think about shitting my pants. I
will think about the possibility of the big bad Kamala going down for the count, by something so
small you can’t even see it.I mean, after all, like with any major surgery, there is always a chance
that something could go wrong, very wrong. I will be afraid, but I will say nothing.As I lay on the
bed and wait, wait, wait, I will become reflective of my life. I will think nostalgic thoughts. I will say
some prayers for me and my family, and then I will say a prayer for literally every person I have
ever met that I can think of, because there is actually that much down-time before the big match.I
will experience moments of my life flashing before my eyes. Then finally, I will sleep. When I
wake up, I will wake up with less of the body that I came here with.Life hasn’t always been this
bad and yet it hasn’t always been this good. If you tried earning a living as an African American
professional wrestler in the 1970s and 1980s, then maybe you could know what I
mean.CHAPTER 2EARLY DAYS AND THE STICKSI was born, James Harris, on May 28, 1950
to a very poor family in Senatobia, Mississippi. No, I was not from Uganda. I was one of six kids;
four girls and two boys. My mother didn’t have the luxury of giving birth to me in the comfort of a
hospital maternity room. I was brought into this world on the same plantation in Senatobia where
my mother and father were working as sharecroppers.While I don’t remember him all that much,
my biological father, Jessie Harris, tried his hardest to provide for our family. People who knew
him said he was a good man. He worked long hours as a farmer and he was always working an
angle to make more income for his family. He would do anything he could to provide.Ultimately,
his nurturing ways may have got the best of him.As the story goes, my father was running out of
money quick. After a bad payoff one harvest, he decided to look for an alternative way to put
food on our table. After turning down some initial invites, he finally decided to try his hand at an
illegal dice game, in order to help our family live.From time-to-time, farmer owners and
sharecroppers would get together and throw gambling parties out in the woods. Usually, the
guys throwing the party would try and get the other players drunk and fleece them of the little bit
of money that they had.This didn’t happen on that night.My daddy was smart. Though he wasn’t
a very experienced gambler, he was pretty good with numbers and he didn’t let alcohol influence
him, as many others did. Actually, he did very well that night on the dice: too well.Some
historians say that it wasn’t unheard of to collect a pot at one of these parties that could make
you more in one night than you could have ever earned in a full year, working on a farm.My
daddy was a winner that night. As the saying goes, “To the victor goes the spoils.”The problem
with my father winning so much was that it took money away from someone who was a sore
loser. Add “losing-hand” anger to a lethal combination of booze and a society that looked the
other way towards “black-on-black violence,” and my father had a deadly equation to deal
with.Jessie Harris was killed in the woods that night, after a gambling dispute.The police didn’t
care. Other sharecroppers say that the killer was definitely one of two of Jessie Harris’ close



friends.It’s possible that he won a bunch of his friend’s money, thus angering him, thus leading to
his death. It is also possible he may have beaten a white farm owner out of a load of cash and
the farm owner paid off one of them to kill Jessie Harris to get the money back.Nobody
knows.And since the police didn’t care enough about what happened to actually investigate,
nobody will ever know. A black man’s life in this time wasn’t worth the hassle. The 1950s and
1960s were good times for civil rights, but not so good if you were in Mississippi.At a young age,
I heard how “The American civil rights movement” was bringing positive changes for human
rights throughout the United States and around the world. While a war for black equality was
being fought on many different “battlefields,” historians of this time say I was living in one of the
worst states possible. Mississippi’s lawmakers, police officers, public officials, and even private
citizens, worked their hardest to maintain a segregated way of life. Historians report that they
encouraged threats and violence against anyone who wanted change.There were no charges
brought up on the killers. A black death didn’t matter as much in the eyes of Mississippi law at
this time, and it was even more unimportant when all the parties involved were black.For a
period of time in my formative years, I was being brought up in a rough area at a rough time by a
single parent. This probably had an impact on me and my mother knew it.Just before I was old
enough to work on the plantation with my older brother, Herbert, and my older sister, Lucille, my
mother knew we needed a change of scenery.A New LifeMy mother remarried and we moved to
Coldwater, Mississippi, which was about five miles from Senatobia and 30 miles south of
Memphis. Coldwater was a little town, but had a lot of farming. Most families were farmers, or
sharecroppers like we were, but it was even more almost like walking into another time. It had
separate entrances for people of color. It had separate bathrooms for “whites” and “colored.” It
had no real signs of equality, anywhere.There was a lot going on that you may have read about
or may have seen on TV about Mississippi in the late 1950s and early 1960s. They were killing
blacks back then and nothing would be done about it. You had to say “yes sir” and “no sir’ to
white boys and girls ridiculously younger than you, and call them mister and missus.To better
understand how programmed we were, one day, some insurance people from New York City
came by. I was in the backyard with my mother and could clearly hear her saying, “yes sir and no
sir,” because she was trained to do so because they were white. They were probably 18 years
old. They corrected her over and over saying, “Ma’am, you don’t need to call us that,” but this is
all she knew, being a farm girl from Mississippi.My new stepfather, Walter Moore, was a
Mississippi farmer, too, just like my dad was. He at least had his own home so we had hoped
things would be different in our new life. Though we were still working on a plantation picking
cotton, the new plantation had a different owner and we were hoping he would be a fair
one.Sharecropper payoffs were supposed to be equal. All of the workers were to receive an
equal percentage, with all profits to be split equally after expenses. The way it usually worked
was the man with the money was always a white man, who would pay the bills up front. He would
loan his sharecroppers a little to get them through until harvest time. Then, by the end of the year
at harvest, the sharecroppers would get their shares.The problem on our last farm was that while



everyone was supposed to be equal, some people were more equal than others. We moved
forward in a new crop-sharing venture as a family, hoping for the best.Our family worked hard.
We grew cotton and corn and really did our fair share of the labor. Come harvest time, our
farmers took our crop to the gin and sold it. Then we were at the mercy of the farm owners who
would pay my stepfather. Sometimes we did okay, but many seasons we would get little to
nothing for our share.Our farmers would say, “We just broke even.”Farmers were like wrestling
promoters. They never seemed to make any money they could spread around, no matter how
much they made. The costs always outweighed the profits.This is the story of my life.Being at the
mercy of others is how we made a living. Welfare was a great help to poor families like us in
these times.I always try and think of the positive things about my childhood and not focus on the
negative ones, even thoughOut from the SticksWhen I think back to one of my fondest earliest
memories, I can remember being about six years old, just starting school at Coldwater
Elementary. My mother had saved up some money and bought me some nice new clothes for
my first day.I remember getting all ready and waited for some words of encouragement from my
stepfather. That wasn’t happening. My stepfather was stressed out again about a bad harvest
return. He was yelling at my oldest brother and sister about something, and it upset me.My mom
came to the rescue and calmed me down. “It’s your first day at school, honey. Clean clothes. It’s
a big step in life,” she said. “Do your mommy proud.”“I will.”She saw that I was still distracted by
the ruckus. “Don’t you never mind them, James. You focus, today. Get to school early and
focus.”And that’s just what I did.My stepfather was still yelling at the older two when I left. They
never listened to him. Herbert and Lucille’s “You’re-not-my-daddy” attitude created a lot of heat
between them and our new father-figure.Eventually, they both left the house at young ages to get
away from his yelling. My sister got married and Herbert went to live with one of my uncles to get
away.My mom was tough and always there for us, however. She was a hard working woman in
the field, who never knew anything else. She never had a real job. She was always farming. Over
the years, it made her strong and she was hard like a man. When you hugged her, you could feel
the muscles in her arms.At the end of a hard day’s work, my mother liked to drink a little like the
rest of the workers did. She had to hide it though, because my stepfather was a bit of a farming
preacher and he really didn’t like the drinking. “How can you do the Lord’s work if you don’t have
a clear mind,” he would ask.After their wedding, we were a little frightened at first. We had never
seen my father raise a hand or even his voice, for that matter, to my mother. Maybe there was a
reason for that.My mom was a shoot-fighter.Maybe my mom rushed into things with Walter to
better our life as a family, I don’t know, but they definitely locked horns more than we were used
to seeing with our first dad. That scared us, at first.It was a scary time to be a kid with all the
changes; the loss of our father, the new town, the new man of the household, the new farm with
new horrible ways that white men treated black people, and now fights with mom and her man?
The first time we heard him yell at her, we thought we were in for a wrestling match, right in our
living room. We thought he was going to job our mother out, right before our very eyes.After the
first few actual fights, however, we didn’t care anymore. We didn’t care because we were



insensitive or because we were helpless to change anything, but more so because we learned
that mom was going to win the match. She would always win.We learned. And so did Walter —
the hard way.One night, Walter came in from the fields a little earlier than we thought he would
have. Something didn’t go quite the way he had hoped and he was cursing under his breath.My
mother had a glass of wine from a bottle that she had stashed away and was taking a sip. She
saw Walter come in and she quickly pushed the bottle away into a cupboard.Walter saw it and
went right into preaching mode: “Woman. How can you be a good mother to your children if you
are going to be coming home at night acting like this?” he asked, displacing work anger at
her.“Acting like what?” she asked, taking another sip to spite him. Until this point we never saw
her really talk back, but she was a total diva on this night.Maybe she did have a little bit too much
wine that night, or maybe not.Either way, we watched as he charged right at her for being
sarcastic. I don’t know what he was planning on doing, and maybe he didn’t either. It didn’t
matter. She side-stepped his clothesline and pushed him face-first into the wall.Walter went
down, but the match wasn’t over. After that, my mom grabbed something out from the windowsill
beside her. It was a foreign object. I guess the match was No DQ. We couldn’t see at first what
exactly she had, with her back turned to us.The window slammed shut, and that wasn’t the only
thing getting slammed.Immediately, in front of the whole family, she whooped my stepfather with
a big window stick.Walter cowered away.When the beating was done, she went back to her
glass of wine, sat down and took a great big gulp like nothing had happened. After that, we knew
Mom would have no problems with her new husband. We knew she was running the show.One
of the reasons why I would eventually do well as a wrestler was because I had my mommy’s
genes. (If I had Walter’s genes, I would have starved for sure.)Speaking of genes... For many
years, I was playing with a nephew who I thought was my brother. You see, my mother raised my
sister’s son as her own. After my oldest sister left, she left Chester behind, because there was no
way she would have been able to support him.The family I most grew up with had Chester and I
ruling the roost with my sisters, Emma, Jessie (who was named after her daddy), and my baby
sister Hester. We didn’t have much but we all had a cap gun, one bike that we shared, and we all
had each other.When we weren’t in school, the Harris kids worked hard and played hard.We
were a poor, but simple farm family in a simple life. It was a happy life. We had dogs all the time
and a few cats. We had a mule. We raised hogs to eat for personal use and we raised chickens
for eggs just for us, as well. We were not quite self-sufficient, but not bad. It was a nice
family.Later on this would become my dream. I eventually realized that I wanted “The American
Dream.” No, I did not want a fat man in black and yellow polka dots, if you weel, but rather I
wanted my own farm and I wanted the farm done right. I wanted to be the owner so one day I
could tell my workers, “We just broke even.”I made it up to ninth grade and stopped. I was a farm
boy and saw no reason to stick in there. I didn’t have a whole lot of friends and not a whole lot of
reason to stay with it.I did like playing some sports though. I was on the early high school football
team there for eighth and ninth grade. Defense and offensive tackle. My football coach, Johnny
Hankleson, was pretty supportive of me. He was the first to call me, “Sugar Bear” because I was



a big sweet guy with a good attitude. I helped bring our team to the championship, too.Girls
didn’t like me all that much. Even though I was on the football team, I wasn’t all that popular.
They thought I was big and goofy and eventually I started to get a bit of a reputation.For quite a
while, I was bullied at school. I don’t know if it is because I didn’t get the best grades. I am not
sure if they thought I was an easy target because I was kind of laid back and quiet. But anyway,
there were a few guys who just decided that they didn’t like me.Did I get in any fights as a kid?
Oh yeah. I got into my share of fights and I always did the J.O.B.I had a perfect win/loss record: I
lost every fight.Kids can be downright nasty. I didn’t start any fights and barely fought back. I
figured back then if I fought back too much, it would work against me. Fighting back would make
the guys mad at me and want to pick on me more. Fighting back could also look like the big guy
picking on the smaller and then everyone would hate me.What would happen is a few of the
same guys would mess with me all the time, because beating up on the big guy made them look
tough. They would cheap shot me. They would knock books out of my hands. They would bitch-
slap me in the hallways and run.I always took pride in keeping my cool, but as a human, you can
only take so much.Eventually, I finally got tired of it.I went into math class. Being that it was “math
class” should have been punishment enough, as I was terrible at numbers. However, there was
someone in the same class with me that I hated even more than high school math itself: John
Eddy.School was a food chain. When a person was older than you are, they figured that gave
them full rights to beat you up. This dumbass who stayed back in kindergarten or some shit,
started messing with me from first grade, and continued to do so all the way up to seventh.He
embarrassed me around the guys and he is probably the reason girls didn’t find interest in me
my whole time in high school. He punched me at recess. He stole my food. He would trip me. He
was a sick, sick, sick individual.The way he would always sit in math class was so that he was
right over to the side of me. All throughout class, he drew disgusting pictures of grossly-detailed
penises covered with veins and swarming flies and then show them to me. Then he would sneak
them in my desk after I left. The teacher would find the drawings and think they were from me. I
got detention, I got the rod and I would get all kinds of punishment for his artwork.When class
started up, another thing he did was tear pages out of his composition book and start to chew a
big wad of the paper; the mother of all spitballs. He would saturate it in spit and show me his
handy-work through his lips, periodically all throughout class. Here I was, trying to do classwork
that I didn’t understand and I had to also worry about where that wad was going to end up. He
would perch it on his lips, from time to time, holding the goo out in it a kiss-formation. Then John
would nod his head up and down and whisper, “Yesssssss,” with it hanging out of his mouth.I
would always shake my head, “no,” in response. This gesture meant that this marinating mouth-
load was intended for me. I already knew from seven years’ experience that his “yes-nod” was to
answer my unasked question of, “Are you planning on throwing that nasty shit at me?”On more
times than just once, when the bell rang, he rushed out of class and launched his gob at the last
second at the side of my head. For the next five minutes, I’d be picking paper particles and
mouth muck out of my ear on my way to the next class.One time at the beginning of the school



day, I saw John Eddy in the hall before math class. He was already in bully-mode and already
nodding “yes.” I got mad right off the bat, thinking about how I didn’t particularly want to walk
around with his bad-breath spitball smell on me all day. I walked right up to him and told him,
“John Eddy, if you do as much as touch me with anything again, I’m gonna kill you.”The bell
rang.The room collected and the kids were running in, making it to their seats. John Eddy sat
next to me and it wasn’t even a full minute before he started tearing off a strip of paper. I looked
over at him and he put it in his mouth.The teacher started her lesson, but only got a small
mouthful out of what she wanted to say. I’d be damned if I let John Eddy get his mouthful out.I
got straight up out of my chair. The teacher looked at me as if I was being rude, but I didn’t care. I
turned away from where we were sitting and headed to the back of the room.“Mr. Harris, what
are you doing? Please sit down,” the teacher said. “Class has started.”I ignored the request. I
went over to the corner. There sat a six-foot-long rod with a hook on it. This stick was used to pull
the big windows in school down closed. The stick would soon also find another use; a practical
use.I went up to John Eddy’s desk. He saw the stick in my hand and said, “No, Bear. Don’t do
it.”“Yessssss!” I said, mocking the Spitball Assassin.I held the rod up over my head like a
Samurai warrior, then I pulled the stick back behind my head and chopped down on his arm as
hard as I could. I followed through. Whaap. The blow hit him so hard, it actually knocked the desk
over with him as well.It’s funny how doing something so bad can actually make you look good to
people. Everyone wanted to be my friend after that. I took down the school giant and claimed his
throne.Two good things actually came out of this: 1) John Eddy never messed with me again
and, 2) I got detention, and didn’t have to do math for the day.This was the beginning of the end
for the mild-mannered, James Harris, who put up with bully garbage for so long.I tasted blood
and I wanted more. Revenge.A Jump in the PoolThere was this other guy, Albert, who also was
older than I was. He always made threats at me and bossed me around. He was another who
had his coming.He was a guy I played football with, but he didn’t respect me for that. He liked to
act territorial around me and tell me where I should dress and which locker I should use. If I was
somewhere in town where he was, he would tell me I had to leave the area, loudly and in front of
everyone to establish who was in charge.One day, I saw Albert in the pool hall. I knew he
wouldn’t let me come in. Whenever I showed up for some pool, if I saw him in there, I would just
turn around and come back later to avoid a scene. If I didn’t see him in there and made the
unfortunate mistake of walking in, he would spot me and yell, “Bear, if you don’t get out of here,
right now, I am going to come over there and beat you with this pool stick.”Everyone would laugh
and I would leave.Many, many times, I remember waiting an hour or two for him to finish playing
pool and leave, just so I could go in and have a good time. On this one particular day, though I
had had enough. Headstrong with some courage after laying John Eddy out, I thought to myself,
“That isn’t how things are going to go down today.”Stealing a page out of my mom’s playbook, I
knew I needed another foreign object, in case he decided to come after me with the cue-stick.
So, I went over near some bushes and found a pretty good sized rock. It was a six-inch long
triangular-shaped piece of granite, as thick as a plum.Once I had my equalizer, I proceed to walk



into the pool hall.As usual, Albert let me walk in some. Then, in front of everyone in the hall he
said, “Hey Bear. Go on, get out of here.” He tried to embarrass me like usual, using a loud voice
so everyone in the room would look. “I didn’t say you could come in here, did I?”Rather than
walking out this time as everyone was laughing, I decided to go with a different plan. “Why don’t
you come outside and make me, Albert?”“Ooooo!” the room cried, trying to egg on Albert.Albert
cocked his head. He couldn’t believe what I said. I couldn’t believe what I said, either.I walked
out of the hall, but not because he wanted me to. I went out to fight. I stood in front of the big
window and motioned for him to come outside with me.Albert shrugged. Not wanting to look like
a chicken, he strutted out the front door with stick in hand, just as I expected he would. “Bear,
you want to get flip with me?” He laughed. “You remember what I said, don’t you? If you came in
the hall while I was here, I was going to beat you with this.” He held up his stick.“Oh, I remember,”
I said, finally standing up to him. I flashed my rock in my hand.As bodies emptied out of the pool
hall, a small circle of people formed around us. I backed up a little into the parking lot.Albert
laughed at me again. “Oh bear. You won’t throw it at me.”He came over to warn me again and I
knocked the stick out of his hands.The crowd popped.About 20 vultures were circling around us
to see just what kind of carnage there would be. “Get him Albert,” some yelled, while others
shouted, “Lay him out, Bear!”Albert was furious. Finally, he knew what it was like to be
embarrassed in front of everyone and he didn’t like it. He charged me. He elbowed me hard in
the ribs. I buckled over a second, as Albert turned around to pick up his stick. That’s when I
made up my mind, “it was do or die.” I buckled my hand hard around the rock.Albert straightened
up holding the stick, again and he was right. I wasn’t going to throw the rock at him, but I was
going to throw something else: a right hand.Thud. Albert was down for the count.The punch hit
its target dead on, but something happened that I didn’t expect. I looked down and there was
blood everywhere.The fans cheered.Rather than the rock acting like a pair of brass knuckles in
my hand, the sharp point of the rock daggered into his face on impact. It gave the blood-thirsty
animals just what they wanted: lots of blood.There was a pretty deep hole on the side of his
forehead. I hit him right in the temple.Blood was gushing out like crazy.I looked down at my right
forearm. There were red speckles all over it. I felt my stomach drop. I thought he was dead. I
didn’t know what to do. I ran out of there as fast as I could, as did everyone else.I felt sick.I went
home that night, waiting for the worst. Nothing happened. I would lay low the next day and the
next day after that, still expecting to hear something from the law. Still, nothing happened.I
remember thinking that I killed him.The cops never came. It didn’t really matter to them, because
nobody was white. It was another case of unimportant black-on-black crime.Albert lived to see
another day, but he never messed with me again.CHAPTER 3DEEPEST, DARKEST
COLDWATERDowntown Coldwater, Mississippi was small. It was one of those little bitty towns
where everyone knew everything about everyone. There were only a few shops around the town
square and there was only one restaurant in Coldwater and it was “a white-and-colored”
restaurant called The Copper Kettle.My sister worked there, but that didn’t get us any special
treatment.As any black family who wanted food from “a white-and-colored,” we would have to go



in the back. There they had a special place set aside just for the blacks, so the whites didn’t have
to see us. There were no tables for the blacks. Our section only had blocks of wood to sit on if we
wanted to eat a plate there. We had to eat there with our food on our knees or “get it to go.” (It’s
still there, today. Even though it is mostly a black restaurant and I can sit wherever I want, I won’t
go in there. It brings back bad memories.)We didn’t have a whole lot, so there wasn’t often
enough money to get some of the food that most kids like to eat. Sure, we had eggs and some
meat from our livestock. We had meals, but there was never anything like candy or anything.And
you know bears have a sweet tooth, right?Eventually, I started doing something when times were
rough that I am a bit ashamed of today.I started stealing.It was late at night. I was lying in bed
and I heard a gurgle. I was hungry as hell.I got up and walked out into the kitchen. There wasn’t
much of anything there. We were between harvests and we only really had corn around, and
maybe some bread. Not liking the idea of a corn sandwich, I pulled on my jacket and headed
out. I was sick of not having enough money for a decent snack.Wearing my brother’s shoes that
he left behind, I headed into town at about 2:30 in the morning. Nothing was going to be open,
but I followed the hunger pains. I made it to the town square and saw a police car parked. I snuck
around the side of the building and behind the car, undetected by law enforcement.It’s a good
thing, too.I was about 16 years old. In mid-60s Mississippi, if you were a black person who
looked like you were up to no good, you never knew what a cop would do. We were pretty much
living under martial law where cops could do anything they wanted to you. If he saw me out that
late sneaking around, he may have shot first and asked questions later.Rumors had it that a
local crop-sharer once looked at the police wrong and he ended up buried under a bridge,
somewhere. Mississippi was really bad. Black people that went against the system would all
eventually just disappear.I disappeared into the darkness and made my way over to the school
house. The lights were dark in the building and I went back around to where the cafeteria was. I
looked around and saw that there was one window open a crack by the kitchen. I pushed a
garbage can over by the opening, turned it a flip and wriggled my body up into the insides of the
school.Once inside I knew exactly what I wanted. I headed over to the side of the long cafeteria
and walked behind the counter by the snack room register. I turned around and there they were:
cookies.It was like heaven.I stood there and marveled at a display of about three dozen cookies
of all kinds of flavors. There was chocolate, chocolate chip, double-chocolate, double-chocolate
chocolate chip, macaroon, peanut butter and there was my very favorite: oatmeal.I couldn’t
decide, so I grabbed a paper bag off the counter and took all the cookies.I guess I wasn’t a very
effective thief on my first outing. I was almost out of the window when I remembered the cash
register. I went back into the snack room and played around with it until it opened. While there
were no bills, there was about four dollars or so in change.I threw the money in the bag and
looked in at the individually-wrapped pieces of ambrosia. I really couldn’t resist.I sat on the floor
right there by the window and I must have eaten me a dozen cookies myself that night.
Sometime after that, I decided to up my game a little from just being, “who stole the cookie from
the cookie jar?”The Dukes of Hazzard had Rosco. The A-Team had Colonel Lynch. The



Incredible Hulk had Jack McGee. Neo in The Matrix had Agent Smith.Just like them, I had a
person who was constantly trying to catch me to throw me in jail, or worse, but he was never
able to do so. I had Police Officer Ernest Bolding.After my cookie crimes, I decided to step it up a
little. I tried my hand at some minor shoplifting, and stealing things out of sheds to sell. Because
of my size, however, if anyone had any glimpse of what may (or may not) have been going on, it
was easy for the police to figure out who was a likely suspect. There weren’t many 275-pound
ninth-graders in Coldwater.“James. Someone broke into the school again last night,” he
said. “Okay.”“They took all the change out of the register and a bunch of baked goods, again.”I
smiled. “That’s a damn shame, sir.”“Well, someone said they saw someone big walking by there,
late at night.”Police Officer Bolding questioned me all too many times, but I was too good. I kept
my cool, gave my pre-calculated alibi and he was never able to get me for the little jobs I had
actually done. He never had any proof.It was all pretty easy.That is when I came up with the
ultimate heist, the ultimate plan to really put me on the map.To do it right, I needed my own team.
I needed three fast runners and one fast talker, so, I grabbed up three of the best football players
I could find in all of Coldwater High and my sister, Emma. We all came from the same
sharecropping family backgrounds and all had a similar agenda. We met and planned everything
out. We were ready to go.One hot summer night at three in the morning, we met behind the
pharmacy in the Coldwater Square. Off to one corner, we could see Officer Bolding’s police car
parked where it always was, right by the police box pole.The police box kind of looked like a
birdhouse on a stick. It was essentially a hardwired telephone located in a public place for the
use of members of the police, or for members of the public to contact the police station. The use
of these emergency communication systems predated any sort of mobile telecommunications.
Police around the world used these before cell phones and, yes, even before CB radios.I handed
my sister a nickel, which was a small investment to make in such an operation. She walked over
to a payphone and made a call to the neighboring police station that handled our small town of
Coldwater.“There’s been a killing!” she said. “There’s a killing outside of town.”My sister didn’t
think at first. Why would you say that? She quickly fixed her mistake.“Outside my hometown, I
mean,” my sister was a good actor. She started breathing hard. “I’m visiting family in Senatobia
and there was a big fight by the water tower. A group of blacks killed a white man.”My sister hung
up the phone and came back to the alley. It didn’t take long at all before the police box started
buzzing really loud. Just as I had thought, if a white man was killed, the police would drop
everything and head right out. If she had said a black man had died, that probably could wait
until morning.Officer Bolding ran to the police box and flipped it open. He was on the phone for
all of 10 seconds or so, then turned his lights on and took off.It unfolded just as we had planned.
Our team had free reign of the town. Just as soon as the police car drove out of sight, we ran
around and stole every watermelon we could find.Yeah. Yeah. I know the stereotype. Blacks and
watermelons — very funny. But I liked watermelon a lot and you probably do, too.Without Bolding
watching, each of us ran up to the bigger houses around the square and just beyond and snuck
up on the porches. People’s porches in Coldwater, Mississippi in the early 1960s often had all



kinds of treasures on them.Many farm owners would set out some of their better crops on their
porches so they wouldn’t over ripen and spoil. While a few of the guys grabbed a cantaloupe
here or there, I always grabbed the two biggest melons I could find, one under each arm, and we
would head out to the woods.We would stash our loot and then make another run or two.
Sometimes three or four runs at the end of a good night.Out in the woods we would run our
findings to this one big tree. Once we figured Bolding would be almost back to his post, we
would call it a night and stay in the woods. Then we ate as much of the evidence as we could.I
was a big boy, too. I would eat at least a whole melon in one sitting; sometimes two.We would
stash the rest and stockpile them way out in the woods for later use.This plan worked many
times. Because there was so much friction between the blacks and the whites, we could wait a
few weeks or a month and pull off pretty much the same thing.From time-to-time, if we really had
a lot, I sold some melons to friends here and there, after we did a really good grab.Occasionally,
if we were really lucky, one of us would hit a porch that had a pie. Game on. If there was a pie or
two involved, we would scoop it out like savages and eat it with our hands. That pie wouldn’t last
10 minutes.After a few months, Officer Bolding got wind that people were losing things on his
shift. He knew there was too much stuff reported missing for it to be a bear or something that
was hauling off the food, even though it was technically a “Bear.” Therefore, he came to me, a
known food thief suspect and started questioning me.My sister was my alibi and, again, he
couldn’t prove anything. However, by this point he was angry because we had made him look
bad.“Listen boy. This is the last time I warn you. If I find out it is you behind these reports, we are
going to have a serious problem,” he said. “You understand?”I guess I didn’t.Now, I haven’t done
this kind of stuff for 45 years or so, but I still remember how the stealing made me feel as a kid.
When you get to stealing, you start doing it for the thrill. You get a rush. You start thinking of more
and more ways to get what you don’t have. As a poor black teen, I would think of ways to get
what I couldn’t have.Towards the end of my stealing days, one of the local guys told me a farm
owner went away on a trip. He said the farmer was really mean to his sharecroppers and ripped
them off something terrible. He also said he knew where the wife kept their money and would tell
me if he could have some of it.That was a good enough excuse for me.I only broke into a house
one time. I went in the house by myself and didn’t really plan it out or anything. I went in there
and got about $10. This was a lot back then. It was the same as getting about $100 today.This
was a bad idea.Right away, Police Officer Ernest Bolding started putting the heat on me. While
he tolerated food and some minor things, he was not going to allow me to start hitting houses. I
guess this time, I really made him look bad.I’ll never forget what he said. Standing in my doorway
one morning, he said “James, I think it was you. Now, this town is not going to do well with both
of us in it together anymore, and I’m not planning on leaving anytime soon.” He looked me in my
eyes. “One of us better leave town and it ain’t going to be me.”Back then if you didn’t leave like
they asked, you would be found dead somewhere. I thought about leaving but actually had no
idea where I would go. I had nothing.Word got out quick in a small town where everyone knew
everyone. I don’t know if Bolding would have done it himself, but people were predicting I was



the next black to mysteriously disappear.Professor Moore at the high school heard the rumors
that Bolding was really pissed off this time and likely to take action. Normally, a talk with this guy
was about trying to keep you in school, but in this case it was to help me get out of town.My
former teacher made a few calls and asked me if I wanted to go work on a farm in Florida. He
was worried for my safety.I didn’t want to go, but I also didn’t want to stick around to see if the
rumors he heard were right.With not much more than a ninth-grade education, I left to take on
the world alone... and never looked back.CHAPTER 4FLORIDA FARM WORKPalm tree
tumbleweeds blew by my cowboy boots. I looked back at the sunset behind me and looked
forward to a whole new frontier. The sheriff done run me out of town because “it wasn’t big
enough for the both of us.” I made it to Florida, and I made it to see 17 years old when I left
Mississippi in 1967.Professor Moore didn’t just give me a hideout, he gave me a second chance
at life. Who knows where I would have ended up, if it weren’t for him? Along with giving me a
place to go to start all over fresh, he also offered me some great advice.Before I left, he told me
that if I want to do well in life, I have to work hard and not give racists an excuse to hate me more.
He explained his philosophy to me. He explained that with all the hate and negativity in the world
towards people like me already, making bad choices is going to only lead to bad outcomes for a
young black man.That is when I decided that if I was going to do well in life, I had to really buckle
down. I decided no more stealing. I decided to stay away from partying and things that could get
me in trouble.I hit the restart button.I had no education, no directions, and I never looked back. I
left for Florida to work for the farmer that Professor Moore knew. My short-lived career of “picking
pockets for produce” changed slightly to, picking fruit.I moved to Waverly, Florida to start
harvesting oranges. I started picking fruit and got to be pretty good at it in no time. I claimed a
bunk at the farm’s camp. The way it worked was similar to the share-cropper residents in
Mississippi, but you were paid hourly. While you couldn’t necessarily make a bundle, you also
wouldn’t get screwed out of your pay when the farm owner decided that one season, you only
“broke even.”In return for working the farms, the workers would get about a dollar an hour and
they also got a safe place to stay; clean, with food and water. The people working the farm came
to like me, right away. I worked hard and kept a good attitude. The farmers were all real nice, too,
and I never had so much as even a cross word with anybody.After a year or so of hard work in
the trees, I looked for a change of scenery. The sun was real hot and it started to take its toll on
me. I kept my ears open and learned about another decent farm. This farm’s area of expertise
was in growing tomatoes in Lantana, Florida. I earned a little bit of a better wage at $1.15 an
hour working for the tomato farm. This work wasn’t as hot, because I wasn’t out on the field all
that much, I was working in their packing house.A typical day wasn’t so bad. The pickers were
the “hands-on” in the field. They picked the tomatoes and filled tons in carts at the end of the
farmland rows. On heavy harvests, we would sometimes have a dedicated tractor driver who
would deliver full crates of the crop to the side of an open warehouse.That’s when the muscle
would come in: me.I was the guy who would move the crop that was already harvested to
different points for packaging. I would lift their crates by hand over to little ramps and dump them.



I would pour them slowly on the conveyer belt and make sure no tomatoes went astray. Then
other people would sort the tomatoes out by size and grade the product into different cases to
wholesale out.When we didn’t have a dedicated driver, it was also my duty to make crate runs to
deliver to the different pickers all over the fields. It wasn’t all that challenging of a job, but it was
honest work. I liked that.Just like the orange place in Waverly, Lantana had a place they provided
for their workers to live. I took residence at their farm camp by Lake Worth. As part of your salary,
like a benefit, you could just live there, so I did.I made even more friends there at Lake Worth
than I had in Waverly. They liked me. I was strong and could lift a lot. That trait could certainly
help a lot on a farm, and it did.When something was too heavy or too big, they called in the
Sugar Bear. At the end of a hard day’s work, I would get together with some of the guys. We
often went fishing together at the fishing hole.Fishing with the guys is where I learned about life.
There was no real father figure in my life at this point, so I was all ears. Guys would talk about
work, women, sports, money issues, problems at home, and anything else life threw their
way.One particular farmhand really sticks out in my mind. Curly was a really old sorter who had
been with this same tomato farm ever since he was a kid. At some point, I guess he was called
“Curly” because of his full head of hair, but there wasn’t a whole lot of evidence of any of that left.
He was the wild, seasoned vet of the farm and he had an answer for everything, if you had the
patience to wait and listen to him.One night, I was sitting with everybody’s wise old mentor of the
Lantana farm. We were both holding our fishing lines and one of the guys was spilling his guts
about some serious shit. Curly took a long breath. Our group fell silent and he finally said a line I
would never forget;“Life is overcoming the obstacles that get in your way.”This little piece of
advice has stuck with me for all my years and it still comes into play, even today, sitting in a bed
having lost parts of my body to an illness. There have been many problems I have experienced
in my time on Earth. These difficulties endured may have come to me in different forms like
racism in Mississippi, stressful work situations, or even life-altering health problems.But I just
“keep on keeping on.”No matter how difficult the obstacle life has thrown my way, I have always
found the courage to overcome.The Stuff Legends Are Made FromIf I wasn’t fishing with the
farmhands after farming, that probably meant that it was a Monday night. On Mondays, my
escape became going to the wrestling matches at the West Palm Beach Auditorium. After
hearing the guys talk at the lagoon about these big crazy wrestling shows, I was hooked without
yet even seeing a match.One of the first stories I heard them tell had to do with a wrestler named
Eddie Graham taking on this other guy who called himself “The Great” Malenko. Man, it really
sounded like some kind of feud.Though I had no clue who they were talking about because I had
never seen a match, I could really see it all. They talked in great detail about these two grapplers
stepping up into the ring. I pictured the fans going wild as their names were announced. I could
feel the electricity in the air. I could almost see the action and imagine the way they felt upon
victory.They spoke of these warriors having to settle their differences in a series of brutal and
bloody chain matches. I could hear the chain, the cling. I could feel their pain.One night fishing, I
remember one guy talking about how Eddie punched The Great Malenko’s whole top row of



teeth right out of his head. The blow was so devastating that it left him toothless in an instant.
That not being enough, then Eddie looked around the arena and stomped Malenko’s teeth down
into the mat. (I later learned that this spot was possible because The Great Malenko wore false
teeth.)After that, I begged the guys to take me and finally, they did. I could picture everything, but
teeth flying out of faces? That was something I had to see.After my first show, I was an addict. A
new Monday night ritual was born right there. Every week, by hook or by crook, at least a few of
us would figure out a way after work so we could watch us some wrestling.The promotion we
went to was Championship Wrestling from Florida (CWF), as far as I know. Some say it was
actually run by one of the same guys the fishers had talked about, Eddie Graham. But from what
I’ve been told since then, Graham didn’t actually take control until around September 1970. Even
though Graham did buy the promotion in 1961, the original promoter, Cowboy Luttrell, was still in
charge of everything we saw during our fishing days at the lagoon.But I digress.Whoever was
writing the card and calling the shots when I went to the matches didn’t matter. I had a blast.I
used to watch guys like Missouri Mauler, Dusty Rhodes, Thunderbolt Patterson, The Briscos,
André the Giant, and Terry Funk just to name a few. I couldn’t get enough. It was the one sport
where you could be extremely excited one second, or extremely pissed off the next.As nuts as I
was about the game, I never wanted to be a player at this point. This was my escape. Wrestling
was a way to relax and get away from it all. I would snatch up anyone from the farm who was
interested in blowing off some steam. We would step away from our worries and enter the Wild
World of Wrestling for a moment, where professional wrestlers were fighting much bigger battles
than our own.I do remember one day when our battle felt pretty bad, so bad everyone up and
left. One Friday morning, we were right smack in the middle of things. I was driving the tractor
and headed out to a distant point in the fields to drop off some empty crates to the pickers. I got
off and grabbed a big stack off the back of the cart. Just as I set down a pile by a row of tomato
plants, I heard a yellin’ come from somewhere behind me.I looked down the field and one of the
new guys was running my way pretty hard. He was one of the new little Mexican brothers that
took up residence at my camp. In fact, his bed was right near my bunk.“Is everything okay?” I
shouted back to him.“James!” he said, trying to catch his breath. He looked around and there
were about six of us around. “Martin Luther King!”He didn’t have to say the rest. I already knew.I
was in the fields when I heard Martin Luther King, Jr. had been assassinated the night
before.The migrant worker told me that he had been shot in a hotel in Memphis, Tennessee. It
was The Lorraine Motel, only a short distance away from my hometown. The reverend died at
the age of 39.This was quite a surprise for everyone on the farm. The majority of us were either
black or Mexican or some kind of mix. Either way, we all held this one man up as being the one
hope, the one person who was going to make our “color” not matter so much to the world
anymore.His whole “I have a dream” speech really had an impact on me, when I first heard about
it as a 13-year-old kid. Coming from the overly segregated Mississippi setting that I had, I really
wanted to stand in the world that Doctor King had spoken of. I wanted to share the same
opportunities that other people were afforded. I wanted to be able to walk into the front door of



the only restaurant in town.All at once, the noise on the farm stopped.Though it took the whole
night before the news would make it to our little corner of the planet, it didn’t take long at all for all
of us to hear the news.One-by-one, we dropped whatever it was that we were doing. Everyone
quit working that day. We all headed back to the camp. People shook. People cried. People
shouted at the walls. That was quite an obstacle to overcome.The Quest for a CarBeing 18 years
old and being a virgin was not cool. The guys at the lagoon told stories and I would listen, but I
had absolutely no point of reference to understand what they were talking about. I did know this,
however; puberty had kicked in a hunger and I wanted to feed it.I had blue balls so bad they
were purple. Everything on the farm started looking fair game to me, even the stacks of
hay.There were women on the farm, don’t get me wrong, and their tomatoes looked a hell of a lot
nicer than the ones I was handling. But those girls were all taken. Looking for a piece of ass at
work would have been like “looking for a needle in a haystack.” With no girls around, I was going
to have to be creative or I was out of luck. If I wanted sex, I was going to have to go out and look
for it, or just stick my needle in a haystack.School taught me that I wasn’t great at math, but I did
know one timeless formula:Horny teen + car = negative virginity.It was around this time that I
really decided I needed a car, no matter what it cost.The farmers were great. They weren’t at all
like the ones in Mississippi who constantly tried to screw you over and find an angle to get free
labor. When I decided I wanted extra money, the farm owners in Florida just said, “Okay James,”
and then also let me pick the crop for extra hours. It was like being able to grab up a part time job
where you could make your own schedule.Therefore, I picked and packed to make money both
ways and I also started saving. There was a used car lot about 15 minutes down the road from
us by West Palm Beach. I already had my “de-virginizer” mobile eyeballed. It was a shiny jet
black 1958 Oldsmobile. My baby was just there waiting for me to save up enough money to pick
her up. The only problem was that at my rate of saving, I would still probably be a virgin until I
was 58.One night, I sat down all depressed at the fishing spot. I told Curly about my dilemma.
Old Curly scratched the bristles on his chin and waited about four hours before he said
something like, “if you need to make a crap-load of cash fast, there is only one way. Shoot
craps.”It was kind of funny to hear the old wise Yoda of the tomato farm offer “gambling” up as
advice, but he was right. Gambling was pretty much my only option. Being well over six feet tall
and almost 300 pounds at this point, I was eating more money than I could make.I knew the
Harris history. Knowing all too well that gambling killed my real father, I had a decision to make;
should I do something that could possibly cost me my life, or just die the horniest virgin alive?
That night, I won $127 at craps.The funny thing is, Curly, the very same guy who taught me how
to shoot dice, lost more money to me than anyone. I almost wonder now if he wanted to lose that
money to me.Either way, his loss wasn’t in vain, however. His loss meant my loss of virginity.
Gotta love beginner’s luck.I wasted no time at all. The very next day, I was off to go get my first
girl, with cash in hand. I hitched a ride down the street. I looked around and there my baby was.
She was just waiting for me to pick her up. I walked right into the dealership with a pocket full of
money and I left with the same pocket; $115 lighter.I drove off the lot the proud owner of a jet



black 1958 Oldsmobile. She was all mine. Freedom.Having enough money to buy a car meant
new opportunities for me other than just being able to “search for quality ass.” Once I had my car,
the sky was now the limit.I went to fish a few times after that with the guys, but even they told me
that “times were a changing” for me.Curly said, “James. At the lagoon we often talk about
overcoming obstacles. Career opportunities are opening up out there for young black men like
you now. The hardest part is finding them.”I nodded.“I’m an old man now and all I ever had was
farming, but your future can be totally different, if you want it to be,” he said. He waiting a long
time and continued, “James?” “Yes,” I said. “That car can help you find women, but it can also
help you make money.”Curly told me that I no longer needed to work in “just the location that I
was in,” but I could, “now go out and find even better work, or even create it.” He was right. While
trying to get myself a car so that I could find women, I didn’t much think about all the other things
it was going to do for me.I learned a lot from Curly and the other guys on the farm. They taught
me how to repair things. They taught me how to fix small engines. They taught me about
construction.With the car, I could finally go out and use these skills to make more money in less
time than working on the farm took. Eventually, I did just that and I left the farm.I took up some
side construction jobs around West Palm Beach. I learned quickly that there was far better
money working for someone else in construction than there was working for someone else in
farming. I would soon learn that there was even more money when you could find your own jobs
and work for yourself.In 1969, I was staying in a rooming house after I had long left the tomatoes
behind and started construction. The rooming house was a bit of a commune; a number of
people just rented sleeping rooms and they shared the kitchen, bathroom and TV room.That is
where I met Willie Jean.I didn’t know anything about girls except from what the boys would say
at school and the men would say at the fishing hole. Girls didn’t like me back in Mississippi and
for good reason, too. I was mean and I stole things and I always got in trouble. But that Sugar
Bear was long gone. The new one worked hard and was making a living on his own, all at
19.One night after a pretty tough day of fully gutting a house for new drywall, I rolled in at about
midnight. I headed over to the fridge to see if some of my leftover cold cuts hadn’t been stolen,
again.There was a bit of a food thief in our rooming house, and he wasn’t satisfied with just
cookies and watermelon. Whoever was jacking my chow had no problem lifting the whole thing.
To them, if it hit the fridge in the commune, it was fair game.“Damn it,” I said again, realizing that
the meat bandit had struck again.Out of the shadows a thin dark-skinned woman came my way.
She was wearing a pair of sweat pants and white tank top t-shirt, clearly with no bra. “What’s the
matter, sugar?” Willie Jean asked.“Eye contact; must remember eye contact,” I thought.I looked
directly at her boobs.I had seen the new girl around and never had the courage to talk with her.
She was really attractive in a cheap-experienced way, but I liked that. I shook my head.
“Someone took my grub again.”“Hungry?”I nodded.“Awe, poor baby.” Willie Jean took me by the
hand and brought me to her room. She had something a little bit more in mind on the menu that
night than just a salami sandwich.Speaking of babies, Willie Jean was much more experienced
than The Sugar Bear. Much more. But you got to learn somewhere, right?Willie Jean was



married-but-separated when I met her. She was also pregnant when I met her, too. The
proverbial “bun in the oven” belonged to a freshly ex-boyfriend that she had shacked up with as
a result of a rebound, immediately after leaving her husband. As I understood it, she left her
husband, moved in with this guy and then left him, too, probably in a month’s time or so.Being 19
and virgin, I had no problem with sloppy seconds, thirsty thirds, or filthy fourths, for that matter.
The Willie in my jeans was going to get me some of that Willie Jean no matter what number I
was. That’s when I started seeing her in a long-term relationship that lasted at least about five
years.When Willie finally had that baby, the husband, Rob A., came around and started trouble.
Maybe because he didn’t like the timing of it all and didn’t like what people were saying behind
his back. I don’t know. Rob kept making it out like the baby was his, when it wasn’t physically
possible for that to be the case. You see, Willie hadn’t given any to the husband for a long time
before the rebound came around.I’m not sure if this was a power move, or what, but after she
had the baby, Rob kept visiting the hospital and we started having issues. Since they weren’t all
the way divorced yet, the husband came in when I wasn’t around and he changed the baby’s last
name to his, when the baby wasn’t his. He kept slapping his last name onto the birth
certificate.Willie Jean at this point wanted nothing to do with him. She had been living with me
for about a year and I figured that I would be the man looking after this baby. Therefore, I had a
friend at the hospital who would call me when he put it in motion to change the baby’s last name
to his surname, each time he did it. I played clean-up and drove back to the hospital and
changed the baby’s name back to “Harris.”We changed the baby’s name back and forth from his
surname to my surname so many times that I lost count. Then my car broke down and I couldn’t
afford to go back and forth to the hospital anymore by taxi.So about three years or so had
passed. We were doing okay together. Rob had seemingly given up on us and moved to
Belglades, Florida, about 50 miles away from me. I had just about forgotten about him when I
heard news he had moved back to the West Palm Beach area.Rob decided to move to Riviera
Beach, only about 15 miles from West Palm.Not liking the idea that he was back in the area, I
probably annoyed Willie Jean and actually caused some heat between us. Maybe I was
paranoid, or maybe she had actually gone to see him. I don’t know for sure, but she eventually
got sick of my questions. One night, an argument got kind of heated and she took off.I wasn’t
sure where she went. Wondering if she would go out to see her ex-husband, I left the baby at the
neighbor’s house to “go get diapers.” Then, I actually drove to Riviera Beach.Rob was in the
yard. I went up to the fence and he saw me.Eye contact.“Let me tell you something,” Rob said.
“Me and my wife are trying to get together. We don’t want you around here. You best get to
leaving.” Now when you tell someone to get lost, you better be ready to make them go when they
don’t leave. That didn’t happen. I went around the side of the house and let myself into the yard. I
saw Willie’s bag sitting on the back porch.“Where is Willie?” I demanded.Rob didn’t say anything
so I grabbed him. I pulled him in front of me, then the best way I can explain it was I put him into
a big bear hug. He was much smaller than me, so he didn’t really stand a chance.Then, out of
nowhere, Willie Jean did a run-in. She jumped on my back and sort of put me in a sleeper hold.



She was pulling on my arms, off and on, to try and get me to release the hold on Rob. We
stumbled around the yard for a few minutes and we probably looked ridiculous, as I was careful
not to do anything that would hurt Willie.I really didn’t know what to do, so I just held on to her ex-
husband and he tried to get away from me by running into the house. He took a few steps onto
the porch and grabbed a hold of a storm door handle and held onto it tight.My lock dropped to
his waist and his feet were off the ground. It became a big tug-o-war contest, still with my girl on
my back. The moment she jumped off, I yanked him so hard I ripped the storm door right off the
house.With the momentum change, I fell way back and down two steps off the porch and onto
the grass behind me. The storm door was laying on me flat and I looked through the window.Rob
ran into the house.“Nooo!” Willie said.I figured that could only mean one thing. Her ex-husband
was off to find a gun.Not waiting around to see if I was right, I ran to the side of the yard and
hurdle-jumped the fence. I fell flat on my face and ripped my pants. As I got into my car, I looked
back and Rob was running at me across his front yard waving something in the air: a machete.I
must be pretty smooth, however. Either that or stupid. I was back together with Willie Jean the
next week.Sometime later, Willie Jean and I had our own baby together. I didn’t have to argue
with anyone on naming my son. I named him after his old man, James Harris, Junior.After
construction, the guys told me roofing was easier work than construction. Instead of lifting and
moving all around, you could just sit up in one spot and get all the work done. It was better
money, too.I started doing roofing work and after a few years I went into my own business doing
roofing. It was a hot and hard job but I liked it. I was making somewhere in the area of $200 a
week. Even though I had my own apartment, mouths to feed and a woman, I could still save $70
or so of every paycheck.Eventually though, the heat really started to get to me.CHAPTER
5EARLY WRESTLINGIt was time for a change. Picking fruit in Florida sucked. Construction was
hard work. I was getting sunburned to a crisp on people’s rooftops. I began to long for those
good old mild Mississippi days. Work on the farm was always hard in Mississippi, but it was
never too hot to actually do the work. Once I had saved up enough money to move back home, I
was ready to move back home.I figured the heat I had in the town with the police was long
forgotten. My family wanted me back and I was ready to go. So, I saved up the cash and did just
that. I packed my bags and headed back home to Mississippi.I guess, however, I was caught up
in the saying, “the grass is always greener on the other side.” The problem was being back home
wasn’t as “green” as I had hoped it would be. There were a handful of issues that came about
immediately after my move:• I had a car that wasn’t paid for.• I didn’t have a job.• I couldn’t find a
job.• I was hungry and broke.• My savings ran out.I was too old, in my opinion to leach off of
everyone. I had learned a lot about responsibility and placed great value in work and earning a
living. I just couldn’t find a job and make it work. Eventually, someone like “The Repo Man” Barry
Darsow came and repossessed my car. That was the last straw.I’m a very proud man and didn’t
want to be looked at as a failure in Coldwater, Mississippi. I was finally able to make my return
home, and soon after, I was embarrassed to be back in my hometown. Everyone knew
everybody in Coldwater, so I couldn’t avoid being the topic of conversation in the rumor mills.My



return run home didn’t last long. When my sister, Jessie, called me from Michigan with a “Plan
B,” I was all ears. She knew I was having a tough time finding work, so she told me to come up
with her for a while. Rather than stick around in the land that I love and ruin my name, I figured I
would try my hand somewhere else. Maybe I could find work there for a while and return one
day.I moved to live in Benton Harbor, Michigan with my sister in about 1970. I hit it off pretty well
with my sister’s boyfriend, Juel, who was a truck driver. His job was interesting to me and I rode
with him some and did some odd jobs to learn the ropes.He tried to find me work. He was a
decent guy. He looked and asked around, but I quickly learned that times were tough
everywhere and nobody was really hiring at the time. I continued to ride around with him and
helped him wherever I could. This helped me network a little and I found some odd jobs with
people to get by. I made a little bit of money here and there to start. It was something.To pass the
time on the road together, he eventually asked me about the wrestling matches that I went to see
while I was living in Florida. We would often get to talking about wrestling and, one day, I told him
that, if I couldn’t find a job, I should start taking up wrestling. We both laughed.I really only said it
as a joke, but old Juel stopped and scratched his head for a second. I could see the light bulb go
on above his head. He thought that the idea was no laughing matter. “Man, you should really go
do it,” he said. “You are a big guy. I bet they would love you.”I scratched my head, “Awe, man. I
don’t know.”“Maybe you could really make some good money at it.”“Well, I don’t have any
contacts, anyhow,” I said. Juel just laughed.“I do.”It just happened to be that Juel knew where
Bobo Brazil lived. Bobo was a very big name as far as black professional wrestlers were
concerned, and a big guy, too. He would be perfect to train a bigger guy like me. It seemed that
at one point, Juel had made a delivery to his house. He must have talked to him for some time, I
guess, because he knew Bobo had driven fruit trucks in Benton Harbor before getting into the
wrestling business. Juel knew Bobo Brazil. “Maybe a new job from Juel would soon be on the
horizon,” I thought. However, it was not the one we were originally thinking of.Bobo and
TinyOnce we got up the courage, Jessie’s boyfriend, Juel, finally drove meHarris, James, 1950-
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first time I met James was even before the Kamala gimmick was born. Back then, he was called
Sugar Bear Harris. He was working for a promoter named Leroy McGuirk in Tulsa, and I think
maybe he was just working in a tag team. I don’t remember who his partner was, or who he was
working, but I do remember that James was memorable even then.When I think back to working
in the same promotions that James was working for at the time, I remember James always being
very easy going. Unlike so many other wrestlers, there was never an issue with him in the locker
room. I also remember him being so big and yet amazingly athletic. He had an uncanny agility for
a guy north of 300 pounds. There are teams in the NFL that had tackles who didn’t have his
agility.The real James was a class act. He was a real good human being. If Kamala had talked, it
is almost as if he would have been just too nice to be heel, too nice to sound evil and menacing.
The Kamala persona was perfect for him because he didn’t have to talk. He didn’t have to
expose himself as being the nice person that he was. The greatest actor in the world wouldn’t



have been able to hide it, so the Kamala persona fit him perfectly.About the Kamala persona that
was created for him: people always said it started in Memphis, but he added to it and he was the
one to make it work. James was creative and made it what it was. He added the little nuances to
the gimmick that made it believable and made it climb to the levels that it reached. He really was
a creative guy. His body type, his style, everything really fit him well with that persona.He was
one of those guys that generally the audience was leery of even though they knew it was show
business. He was one of those guys that the audience feared. He was someone the audience
didn’t want to cross.He was also a main event guy no matter where he went. He wasn’t just big in
small-name promotions, or just a regional top guy. I’m talking main events in the big territories,
areas like Dallas, and Memphis, and Mid-South, and even global in The WWE. He was a real
hard worker and he was always really, really good.All in all, James was perfect for the role of
Kamala and I can’t imagine anyone else better for this gimmick but him. I also can’t imagine
James ever doing anything else. He was just perfect for that role and the role was just perfect for
him.Because he was off the radar from being relatively silent, this may have contributed to the
fact to why he is probably one of the most underrated villains in pro wrestling history. He wasn’t
antisocial, but he really took his role seriously — simply because he wasn’t a real talkative
personality.For a mouthpiece, I knew him to be often teamed with Skandor Akbar. This was a
perfect pairing. Akbar was an old-school heel who didn’t want to fraternize with the fans. He was
the perfect voice for Kamala and the two of them together just made sense. The pairing
complimented James very well.James had the ability to have a good match with any opponent.
He always had a good match, no matter their size or their ability. James could always seem to
bring out the best in his opponent, no matter who that opponent was. He always figured out a
way for their matches to earn more credibility with the fans, and earn more money overall for
everybody. He actually was great business man that way.I haven’t seen James in years.
Everyone in this business is always moving around. They go to different promotions. They travel.
You are with this company a while, then you move on to another company for a while.
Sometimes you are just not able to keep in touch, as you would like. But James Harris, in my
experience, was always the kind of guy that you would not see for years, but then just sit down
with him and you would feel like you have never been separated.James is a great man and a real
classy guy. Every promoter I worked with always wanted to find a good main-eventer like James
that they could build their company on. James was always dependable; not high maintenance.
Never hard to deal with. No real demons to wrestle with. No problems in the locker
room.Promoters wanted him to be the savage beast that never talked to people, so that is what
he did. He protected the gimmick.I am interested in reading his story because he was never the
most talkative person in the world. He never saw the need to “have the floor” in the conversation
or debates that happened in locker rooms. I was around him for many years and he never really
talked very much at all. He was always polite, always professional and never had anything really
bad to say about anyone. However, I always wanted to know what he was thinking.James spent
a lot of time by himself, or maybe only with one or two people. That was it. I am curious to see his



reflections and his take on his own career. He was never one to express himself, but you know
he had feelings. He had sensitivities. He had opinions. He was a silent but bright guy, who
understood his wrestling persona better that anyone.One of the beauties about how James
would communicate in the ring was the way he could tell a story through the expressions on his
face; the way he would tilt his head, the way he would hold his eyes, the way he could show
emotions with his face. Now I am really looking forward to reading written words of expression to
see James portray himself in a different light.I am sure it wasn’t easy working as a black
performer in a Caucasian bosses’ world. I am particularly interested in hearing his story
regarding that. To say racial issues at the time that James was wrestling weren’t prevalent would
be misleading. I am eager to hear what his thoughts on racism were. You can’t find many African
American promoters. I don’t know any. The “good ole boy” promoter network was in its heyday
when James was really out there. Finally, that story will be told.Being around him for decades, I
noticed that James only allowed people to get inside his comfort zone only so far. But this book
promises to let you inside the head of one of the most feared wrestling villains of all time. I am
very curious to read his story in his words, as he played a unique character in an extraordinary
business.— Jim RossFOREWORDThe first time I met James was even before the Kamala
gimmick was born. Back then, he was called Sugar Bear Harris. He was working for a promoter
named Leroy McGuirk in Tulsa, and I think maybe he was just working in a tag team. I don’t
remember who his partner was, or who he was working, but I do remember that James was
memorable even then.When I think back to working in the same promotions that James was
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wrestlers, there was never an issue with him in the locker room. I also remember him being so
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are teams in the NFL that had tackles who didn’t have his agility.The real James was a class act.
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that he was. The greatest actor in the world wouldn’t have been able to hide it, so the Kamala
persona fit him perfectly.About the Kamala persona that was created for him: people always said
it started in Memphis, but he added to it and he was the one to make it work. James was creative
and made it what it was. He added the little nuances to the gimmick that made it believable and
made it climb to the levels that it reached. He really was a creative guy. His body type, his style,
everything really fit him well with that persona.He was one of those guys that generally the
audience was leery of even though they knew it was show business. He was one of those guys
that the audience feared. He was someone the audience didn’t want to cross.He was also a
main event guy no matter where he went. He wasn’t just big in small-name promotions, or just a
regional top guy. I’m talking main events in the big territories, areas like Dallas, and Memphis,
and Mid-South, and even global in The WWE. He was a real hard worker and he was always
really, really good.All in all, James was perfect for the role of Kamala and I can’t imagine anyone



else better for this gimmick but him. I also can’t imagine James ever doing anything else. He was
just perfect for that role and the role was just perfect for him.Because he was off the radar from
being relatively silent, this may have contributed to the fact to why he is probably one of the most
underrated villains in pro wrestling history. He wasn’t antisocial, but he really took his role
seriously — simply because he wasn’t a real talkative personality.For a mouthpiece, I knew him
to be often teamed with Skandor Akbar. This was a perfect pairing. Akbar was an old-school
heel who didn’t want to fraternize with the fans. He was the perfect voice for Kamala and the two
of them together just made sense. The pairing complimented James very well.James had the
ability to have a good match with any opponent. He always had a good match, no matter their
size or their ability. James could always seem to bring out the best in his opponent, no matter
who that opponent was. He always figured out a way for their matches to earn more credibility
with the fans, and earn more money overall for everybody. He actually was great business man
that way.I haven’t seen James in years. Everyone in this business is always moving around. They
go to different promotions. They travel. You are with this company a while, then you move on to
another company for a while. Sometimes you are just not able to keep in touch, as you would
like. But James Harris, in my experience, was always the kind of guy that you would not see for
years, but then just sit down with him and you would feel like you have never been
separated.James is a great man and a real classy guy. Every promoter I worked with always
wanted to find a good main-eventer like James that they could build their company on. James
was always dependable; not high maintenance. Never hard to deal with. No real demons to
wrestle with. No problems in the locker room.Promoters wanted him to be the savage beast that
never talked to people, so that is what he did. He protected the gimmick.I am interested in
reading his story because he was never the most talkative person in the world. He never saw the
need to “have the floor” in the conversation or debates that happened in locker rooms. I was
around him for many years and he never really talked very much at all. He was always polite,
always professional and never had anything really bad to say about anyone. However, I always
wanted to know what he was thinking.James spent a lot of time by himself, or maybe only with
one or two people. That was it. I am curious to see his reflections and his take on his own career.
He was never one to express himself, but you know he had feelings. He had sensitivities. He had
opinions. He was a silent but bright guy, who understood his wrestling persona better that
anyone.One of the beauties about how James would communicate in the ring was the way he
could tell a story through the expressions on his face; the way he would tilt his head, the way he
would hold his eyes, the way he could show emotions with his face. Now I am really looking
forward to reading written words of expression to see James portray himself in a different light.I
am sure it wasn’t easy working as a black performer in a Caucasian bosses’ world. I am
particularly interested in hearing his story regarding that. To say racial issues at the time that
James was wrestling weren’t prevalent would be misleading. I am eager to hear what his
thoughts on racism were. You can’t find many African American promoters. I don’t know any. The
“good ole boy” promoter network was in its heyday when James was really out there. Finally, that



story will be told.Being around him for decades, I noticed that James only allowed people to get
inside his comfort zone only so far. But this book promises to let you inside the head of one of
the most feared wrestling villains of all time. I am very curious to read his story in his words, as
he played a unique character in an extraordinary business.— Jim RossCHAPTER
1JITTERSOne more match. “Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up and wait.” Wait, wait, wait. This is the
story of my life. They give you a time they want you to be there and it is usually hours before they
really need you to be there. Does this sound familiar to you? I know. It doesn’t make sense. It
doesn’t need to be that early, right? This happened to me every weekend for almost 30 years, be
it at the airport, or at the hotel, or just before a show. Hurry up and wait was happening to me
again before one of my biggest fights ever.While I may not be the most educated man in the
world, I am pretty good at three things; I know how to drive a truck, I know what it is like to be an
internationally-known pro wrestler, and I know how to “hurry up and wait.” In fact, I am a “hurry up
and wait” expert.Much like the fight I am about to enter today, in the 1980s and mid-1990s, I
would often get to a wrestling show a few hours before I actually needed to be there. It wasn’t
just extra time to dress up and paint myself, however. I needed to be early because, nine times
out of ten, I would lay out all my stuff only to get thrown out of my room only a few minutes into
my pre-match rituals.When it came to getting the good locker rooms, the early bird got the worm.
If a wrestler was early to a big venue with private dressing rooms, they could have the pick of the
litter. However, 30 years after Martin Luther King’s famous speech, being the “early bird” wouldn’t
always bring a worm to a blackbird. We were still living by old rules.I needed to be early to a fight
just to engage in another fight for personal space. Before every show, the officials would single
me out and take my dressing room to make the space available for someone “better” than me.
This happened so much that eventually I learned to set up camp underneath a tarp in the alley
outside the arena to get ready for a match.My name is James Harris, but for a period of time,
every wrestling fan in the world knew me as “Kamala,” a big monster of a wrestler that everyone
feared. I am in the middle of another “hurry up and wait” situation.Today, however, I am the one in
fear, before another one of my biggest battles ever.I rolled up to the big building, extremely
early.Moving down a dirty long dark hall from the parking garage, the same annoying thought
came into my head that would often creep in before an important fight like a pay-per-view, or a
big event at Madison Square Garden. “What happens if something goes wrong, I mean seriously
wrong?”As a professional wrestler, every time you get in the ring you are putting your body on
the line. You could risk a serious injury that could put you down for months or years, with no
income. You could risk paralysis. You could even risk death.Like any other professional athletes,
after seeing something go horribly wrong right before their eyes, I would sometimes wonder
before walking into a big match, “What if these are the last steps that I ever take?”Tonight, I know
the answer.I thought about my battered gear bag, that I usually had in tow. It was a black roller
carry-on bag with one of those retractable pull handles. It traveled everywhere with me, all
around the world. It is the same bag that smuggled free hot dogs and food to get me by on a
long road trip. It is the same bag that saw broken paint bottles and various other spills and held



countless stains on its insides from the journeys over the years.Old faithful is missing, as well as
other changes to my pre-match ritual formula.Check in.The noise is different here.I make my way
to an empty room, and there is no hassle, no fuss. This is my room tonight. There is no question
about it.A man comes by and brings me into see the medic. They weigh me in and check my
blood pressure, just as they always did before a fight. But something is different, very
different.The energy in the building is not electric. It is not thick and you cannot cut it with a knife.
The energy in the air is almost not alive.It is more somber, like a funeral.I am waiting. I am
waiting.Wait, wait, wait.My head is full of thoughts and full of nothing, at the same time. I say a
little prayer and then I wait.And then, it happens: the doctor arrives.It is March 27, 2012, only six
months after they took my first leg. I am back again for the rematch. The finish of this match, this
time, will be different, because it will leave me in a wheelchair for life.Another PieceHurry up,
hurry up, hurry up and wait. They are about to cut a piece off me again, but it actually won’t
happen probably for another 24 hours. Now I have to sit and wait for them to do it.I’ve been
diabetic for at least 20 years. Being stubborn, trying to ignore the red flag diabetic signs for so
many years has finally caught up to me. Trying to avoid the inevitable only made things
worse.After it really hit the fan, I was up to dialysis three times a week before I found the little
blister on the side of a toe on my left leg. Eventually, they took that toe from me. Then they took
another, and then they took another. Then, they took the whole foot. But that wasn’t good
enough. They took my left leg, right above the knee.They just keep taking pieces of me, bit by
bit, a little piece at a time.Today, we officially shift from the left to the other side. The exact same
issues have started up, this time, attacking my right leg.With my poor circulation, sadly, nothing
is healing. When I found the same little toe blister on my right foot, I knew what was coming. Sure
enough, the tiny bubble turned into a sore on the side of my foot, and now, here I am again.A
crutch or cane will no longer be of any help to me for my mobility and freedom.They are pushing
me down the hall now on a gurney to a pre-op examination room to run some tests.The nice lady
is waiting. I remember her. She is the same one I have always seen; four or was it five times
before?It is all too familiar, and yet it is all a blur.She will admit me to a bed and will also ask me
a bunch of health-related questions. Then, she will write down my personal details on her little
clipboard.She will run a number of tests on me to make sure I am healthy enough for this
operation: a breathing test, X-ray of the arteries, chest X-ray, blood tests, and an ECG heart
tracer.The surgeon who will be performing my operation and also the doctor who will give me my
anesthetic will stop in. They will discuss where on the leg the amputation will happen. They will
talk over me. They would answer questions, but I won’t ask any. I don’t have any say in the
matter. They will take some of me away, again, and there is nothing I can say to stop them. In the
anesthetic room, I will glass over. I will enter a zombie-like state, before they even give me
anything to put me under.I will remember the statistics. “The five-year mortality rate after limb
amputation is 68%.” I will think about shitting and I will think about shitting my pants. I will think
about the possibility of the big bad Kamala going down for the count, by something so small you
can’t even see it.I mean, after all, like with any major surgery, there is always a chance that



something could go wrong, very wrong. I will be afraid, but I will say nothing.As I lay on the bed
and wait, wait, wait, I will become reflective of my life. I will think nostalgic thoughts. I will say
some prayers for me and my family, and then I will say a prayer for literally every person I have
ever met that I can think of, because there is actually that much down-time before the big match.I
will experience moments of my life flashing before my eyes. Then finally, I will sleep. When I
wake up, I will wake up with less of the body that I came here with.Life hasn’t always been this
bad and yet it hasn’t always been this good. If you tried earning a living as an African American
professional wrestler in the 1970s and 1980s, then maybe you could know what I
mean.CHAPTER 1JITTERSOne more match. “Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up and wait.” Wait, wait,
wait. This is the story of my life. They give you a time they want you to be there and it is usually
hours before they really need you to be there. Does this sound familiar to you? I know. It doesn’t
make sense. It doesn’t need to be that early, right? This happened to me every weekend for
almost 30 years, be it at the airport, or at the hotel, or just before a show. Hurry up and wait was
happening to me again before one of my biggest fights ever.While I may not be the most
educated man in the world, I am pretty good at three things; I know how to drive a truck, I know
what it is like to be an internationally-known pro wrestler, and I know how to “hurry up and wait.”
In fact, I am a “hurry up and wait” expert.Much like the fight I am about to enter today, in the
1980s and mid-1990s, I would often get to a wrestling show a few hours before I actually needed
to be there. It wasn’t just extra time to dress up and paint myself, however. I needed to be early
because, nine times out of ten, I would lay out all my stuff only to get thrown out of my room only
a few minutes into my pre-match rituals.When it came to getting the good locker rooms, the early
bird got the worm. If a wrestler was early to a big venue with private dressing rooms, they could
have the pick of the litter. However, 30 years after Martin Luther King’s famous speech, being the
“early bird” wouldn’t always bring a worm to a blackbird. We were still living by old rules.I needed
to be early to a fight just to engage in another fight for personal space. Before every show, the
officials would single me out and take my dressing room to make the space available for
someone “better” than me. This happened so much that eventually I learned to set up camp
underneath a tarp in the alley outside the arena to get ready for a match.My name is James
Harris, but for a period of time, every wrestling fan in the world knew me as “Kamala,” a big
monster of a wrestler that everyone feared. I am in the middle of another “hurry up and wait”
situation.Today, however, I am the one in fear, before another one of my biggest battles ever.I
rolled up to the big building, extremely early.Moving down a dirty long dark hall from the parking
garage, the same annoying thought came into my head that would often creep in before an
important fight like a pay-per-view, or a big event at Madison Square Garden. “What happens if
something goes wrong, I mean seriously wrong?”As a professional wrestler, every time you get
in the ring you are putting your body on the line. You could risk a serious injury that could put you
down for months or years, with no income. You could risk paralysis. You could even risk
death.Like any other professional athletes, after seeing something go horribly wrong right before
their eyes, I would sometimes wonder before walking into a big match, “What if these are the last



steps that I ever take?”Tonight, I know the answer.I thought about my battered gear bag, that I
usually had in tow. It was a black roller carry-on bag with one of those retractable pull handles. It
traveled everywhere with me, all around the world. It is the same bag that smuggled free hot
dogs and food to get me by on a long road trip. It is the same bag that saw broken paint bottles
and various other spills and held countless stains on its insides from the journeys over the
years.Old faithful is missing, as well as other changes to my pre-match ritual formula.Check
in.The noise is different here.I make my way to an empty room, and there is no hassle, no fuss.
This is my room tonight. There is no question about it.A man comes by and brings me into see
the medic. They weigh me in and check my blood pressure, just as they always did before a
fight. But something is different, very different.The energy in the building is not electric. It is not
thick and you cannot cut it with a knife. The energy in the air is almost not alive.It is more
somber, like a funeral.I am waiting. I am waiting.Wait, wait, wait.My head is full of thoughts and
full of nothing, at the same time. I say a little prayer and then I wait.And then, it happens: the
doctor arrives.It is March 27, 2012, only six months after they took my first leg. I am back again
for the rematch. The finish of this match, this time, will be different, because it will leave me in a
wheelchair for life.Another PieceHurry up, hurry up, hurry up and wait. They are about to cut a
piece off me again, but it actually won’t happen probably for another 24 hours. Now I have to sit
and wait for them to do it.I’ve been diabetic for at least 20 years. Being stubborn, trying to ignore
the red flag diabetic signs for so many years has finally caught up to me. Trying to avoid the
inevitable only made things worse.After it really hit the fan, I was up to dialysis three times a
week before I found the little blister on the side of a toe on my left leg. Eventually, they took that
toe from me. Then they took another, and then they took another. Then, they took the whole foot.
But that wasn’t good enough. They took my left leg, right above the knee.They just keep taking
pieces of me, bit by bit, a little piece at a time.Today, we officially shift from the left to the other
side. The exact same issues have started up, this time, attacking my right leg.With my poor
circulation, sadly, nothing is healing. When I found the same little toe blister on my right foot, I
knew what was coming. Sure enough, the tiny bubble turned into a sore on the side of my foot,
and now, here I am again.A crutch or cane will no longer be of any help to me for my mobility and
freedom.They are pushing me down the hall now on a gurney to a pre-op examination room to
run some tests.The nice lady is waiting. I remember her. She is the same one I have always
seen; four or was it five times before?It is all too familiar, and yet it is all a blur.She will admit me
to a bed and will also ask me a bunch of health-related questions. Then, she will write down my
personal details on her little clipboard.She will run a number of tests on me to make sure I am
healthy enough for this operation: a breathing test, X-ray of the arteries, chest X-ray, blood tests,
and an ECG heart tracer.The surgeon who will be performing my operation and also the doctor
who will give me my anesthetic will stop in. They will discuss where on the leg the amputation
will happen. They will talk over me. They would answer questions, but I won’t ask any. I don’t
have any say in the matter. They will take some of me away, again, and there is nothing I can say
to stop them. In the anesthetic room, I will glass over. I will enter a zombie-like state, before they



even give me anything to put me under.I will remember the statistics. “The five-year mortality rate
after limb amputation is 68%.” I will think about shitting and I will think about shitting my pants. I
will think about the possibility of the big bad Kamala going down for the count, by something so
small you can’t even see it.I mean, after all, like with any major surgery, there is always a chance
that something could go wrong, very wrong. I will be afraid, but I will say nothing.As I lay on the
bed and wait, wait, wait, I will become reflective of my life. I will think nostalgic thoughts. I will say
some prayers for me and my family, and then I will say a prayer for literally every person I have
ever met that I can think of, because there is actually that much down-time before the big match.I
will experience moments of my life flashing before my eyes. Then finally, I will sleep. When I
wake up, I will wake up with less of the body that I came here with.Life hasn’t always been this
bad and yet it hasn’t always been this good. If you tried earning a living as an African American
professional wrestler in the 1970s and 1980s, then maybe you could know what I
mean.CHAPTER 2EARLY DAYS AND THE STICKSI was born, James Harris, on May 28, 1950
to a very poor family in Senatobia, Mississippi. No, I was not from Uganda. I was one of six kids;
four girls and two boys. My mother didn’t have the luxury of giving birth to me in the comfort of a
hospital maternity room. I was brought into this world on the same plantation in Senatobia where
my mother and father were working as sharecroppers.While I don’t remember him all that much,
my biological father, Jessie Harris, tried his hardest to provide for our family. People who knew
him said he was a good man. He worked long hours as a farmer and he was always working an
angle to make more income for his family. He would do anything he could to provide.Ultimately,
his nurturing ways may have got the best of him.As the story goes, my father was running out of
money quick. After a bad payoff one harvest, he decided to look for an alternative way to put
food on our table. After turning down some initial invites, he finally decided to try his hand at an
illegal dice game, in order to help our family live.From time-to-time, farmer owners and
sharecroppers would get together and throw gambling parties out in the woods. Usually, the
guys throwing the party would try and get the other players drunk and fleece them of the little bit
of money that they had.This didn’t happen on that night.My daddy was smart. Though he wasn’t
a very experienced gambler, he was pretty good with numbers and he didn’t let alcohol influence
him, as many others did. Actually, he did very well that night on the dice: too well.Some
historians say that it wasn’t unheard of to collect a pot at one of these parties that could make
you more in one night than you could have ever earned in a full year, working on a farm.My
daddy was a winner that night. As the saying goes, “To the victor goes the spoils.”The problem
with my father winning so much was that it took money away from someone who was a sore
loser. Add “losing-hand” anger to a lethal combination of booze and a society that looked the
other way towards “black-on-black violence,” and my father had a deadly equation to deal
with.Jessie Harris was killed in the woods that night, after a gambling dispute.The police didn’t
care. Other sharecroppers say that the killer was definitely one of two of Jessie Harris’ close
friends.It’s possible that he won a bunch of his friend’s money, thus angering him, thus leading to
his death. It is also possible he may have beaten a white farm owner out of a load of cash and



the farm owner paid off one of them to kill Jessie Harris to get the money back.Nobody
knows.And since the police didn’t care enough about what happened to actually investigate,
nobody will ever know. A black man’s life in this time wasn’t worth the hassle. The 1950s and
1960s were good times for civil rights, but not so good if you were in Mississippi.At a young age,
I heard how “The American civil rights movement” was bringing positive changes for human
rights throughout the United States and around the world. While a war for black equality was
being fought on many different “battlefields,” historians of this time say I was living in one of the
worst states possible. Mississippi’s lawmakers, police officers, public officials, and even private
citizens, worked their hardest to maintain a segregated way of life. Historians report that they
encouraged threats and violence against anyone who wanted change.There were no charges
brought up on the killers. A black death didn’t matter as much in the eyes of Mississippi law at
this time, and it was even more unimportant when all the parties involved were black.For a
period of time in my formative years, I was being brought up in a rough area at a rough time by a
single parent. This probably had an impact on me and my mother knew it.Just before I was old
enough to work on the plantation with my older brother, Herbert, and my older sister, Lucille, my
mother knew we needed a change of scenery.A New LifeMy mother remarried and we moved to
Coldwater, Mississippi, which was about five miles from Senatobia and 30 miles south of
Memphis. Coldwater was a little town, but had a lot of farming. Most families were farmers, or
sharecroppers like we were, but it was even more almost like walking into another time. It had
separate entrances for people of color. It had separate bathrooms for “whites” and “colored.” It
had no real signs of equality, anywhere.There was a lot going on that you may have read about
or may have seen on TV about Mississippi in the late 1950s and early 1960s. They were killing
blacks back then and nothing would be done about it. You had to say “yes sir” and “no sir’ to
white boys and girls ridiculously younger than you, and call them mister and missus.To better
understand how programmed we were, one day, some insurance people from New York City
came by. I was in the backyard with my mother and could clearly hear her saying, “yes sir and no
sir,” because she was trained to do so because they were white. They were probably 18 years
old. They corrected her over and over saying, “Ma’am, you don’t need to call us that,” but this is
all she knew, being a farm girl from Mississippi.My new stepfather, Walter Moore, was a
Mississippi farmer, too, just like my dad was. He at least had his own home so we had hoped
things would be different in our new life. Though we were still working on a plantation picking
cotton, the new plantation had a different owner and we were hoping he would be a fair
one.Sharecropper payoffs were supposed to be equal. All of the workers were to receive an
equal percentage, with all profits to be split equally after expenses. The way it usually worked
was the man with the money was always a white man, who would pay the bills up front. He would
loan his sharecroppers a little to get them through until harvest time. Then, by the end of the year
at harvest, the sharecroppers would get their shares.The problem on our last farm was that while
everyone was supposed to be equal, some people were more equal than others. We moved
forward in a new crop-sharing venture as a family, hoping for the best.Our family worked hard.



We grew cotton and corn and really did our fair share of the labor. Come harvest time, our
farmers took our crop to the gin and sold it. Then we were at the mercy of the farm owners who
would pay my stepfather. Sometimes we did okay, but many seasons we would get little to
nothing for our share.Our farmers would say, “We just broke even.”Farmers were like wrestling
promoters. They never seemed to make any money they could spread around, no matter how
much they made. The costs always outweighed the profits.This is the story of my life.Being at the
mercy of others is how we made a living. Welfare was a great help to poor families like us in
these times.I always try and think of the positive things about my childhood and not focus on the
negative ones, even thoughOut from the SticksWhen I think back to one of my fondest earliest
memories, I can remember being about six years old, just starting school at Coldwater
Elementary. My mother had saved up some money and bought me some nice new clothes for
my first day.I remember getting all ready and waited for some words of encouragement from my
stepfather. That wasn’t happening. My stepfather was stressed out again about a bad harvest
return. He was yelling at my oldest brother and sister about something, and it upset me.My mom
came to the rescue and calmed me down. “It’s your first day at school, honey. Clean clothes. It’s
a big step in life,” she said. “Do your mommy proud.”“I will.”She saw that I was still distracted by
the ruckus. “Don’t you never mind them, James. You focus, today. Get to school early and
focus.”And that’s just what I did.My stepfather was still yelling at the older two when I left. They
never listened to him. Herbert and Lucille’s “You’re-not-my-daddy” attitude created a lot of heat
between them and our new father-figure.Eventually, they both left the house at young ages to get
away from his yelling. My sister got married and Herbert went to live with one of my uncles to get
away.My mom was tough and always there for us, however. She was a hard working woman in
the field, who never knew anything else. She never had a real job. She was always farming. Over
the years, it made her strong and she was hard like a man. When you hugged her, you could feel
the muscles in her arms.At the end of a hard day’s work, my mother liked to drink a little like the
rest of the workers did. She had to hide it though, because my stepfather was a bit of a farming
preacher and he really didn’t like the drinking. “How can you do the Lord’s work if you don’t have
a clear mind,” he would ask.After their wedding, we were a little frightened at first. We had never
seen my father raise a hand or even his voice, for that matter, to my mother. Maybe there was a
reason for that.My mom was a shoot-fighter.Maybe my mom rushed into things with Walter to
better our life as a family, I don’t know, but they definitely locked horns more than we were used
to seeing with our first dad. That scared us, at first.It was a scary time to be a kid with all the
changes; the loss of our father, the new town, the new man of the household, the new farm with
new horrible ways that white men treated black people, and now fights with mom and her man?
The first time we heard him yell at her, we thought we were in for a wrestling match, right in our
living room. We thought he was going to job our mother out, right before our very eyes.After the
first few actual fights, however, we didn’t care anymore. We didn’t care because we were
insensitive or because we were helpless to change anything, but more so because we learned
that mom was going to win the match. She would always win.We learned. And so did Walter —



the hard way.One night, Walter came in from the fields a little earlier than we thought he would
have. Something didn’t go quite the way he had hoped and he was cursing under his breath.My
mother had a glass of wine from a bottle that she had stashed away and was taking a sip. She
saw Walter come in and she quickly pushed the bottle away into a cupboard.Walter saw it and
went right into preaching mode: “Woman. How can you be a good mother to your children if you
are going to be coming home at night acting like this?” he asked, displacing work anger at
her.“Acting like what?” she asked, taking another sip to spite him. Until this point we never saw
her really talk back, but she was a total diva on this night.Maybe she did have a little bit too much
wine that night, or maybe not.Either way, we watched as he charged right at her for being
sarcastic. I don’t know what he was planning on doing, and maybe he didn’t either. It didn’t
matter. She side-stepped his clothesline and pushed him face-first into the wall.Walter went
down, but the match wasn’t over. After that, my mom grabbed something out from the windowsill
beside her. It was a foreign object. I guess the match was No DQ. We couldn’t see at first what
exactly she had, with her back turned to us.The window slammed shut, and that wasn’t the only
thing getting slammed.Immediately, in front of the whole family, she whooped my stepfather with
a big window stick.Walter cowered away.When the beating was done, she went back to her
glass of wine, sat down and took a great big gulp like nothing had happened. After that, we knew
Mom would have no problems with her new husband. We knew she was running the show.One
of the reasons why I would eventually do well as a wrestler was because I had my mommy’s
genes. (If I had Walter’s genes, I would have starved for sure.)Speaking of genes... For many
years, I was playing with a nephew who I thought was my brother. You see, my mother raised my
sister’s son as her own. After my oldest sister left, she left Chester behind, because there was no
way she would have been able to support him.The family I most grew up with had Chester and I
ruling the roost with my sisters, Emma, Jessie (who was named after her daddy), and my baby
sister Hester. We didn’t have much but we all had a cap gun, one bike that we shared, and we all
had each other.When we weren’t in school, the Harris kids worked hard and played hard.We
were a poor, but simple farm family in a simple life. It was a happy life. We had dogs all the time
and a few cats. We had a mule. We raised hogs to eat for personal use and we raised chickens
for eggs just for us, as well. We were not quite self-sufficient, but not bad. It was a nice
family.Later on this would become my dream. I eventually realized that I wanted “The American
Dream.” No, I did not want a fat man in black and yellow polka dots, if you weel, but rather I
wanted my own farm and I wanted the farm done right. I wanted to be the owner so one day I
could tell my workers, “We just broke even.”I made it up to ninth grade and stopped. I was a farm
boy and saw no reason to stick in there. I didn’t have a whole lot of friends and not a whole lot of
reason to stay with it.I did like playing some sports though. I was on the early high school football
team there for eighth and ninth grade. Defense and offensive tackle. My football coach, Johnny
Hankleson, was pretty supportive of me. He was the first to call me, “Sugar Bear” because I was
a big sweet guy with a good attitude. I helped bring our team to the championship, too.Girls
didn’t like me all that much. Even though I was on the football team, I wasn’t all that popular.



They thought I was big and goofy and eventually I started to get a bit of a reputation.For quite a
while, I was bullied at school. I don’t know if it is because I didn’t get the best grades. I am not
sure if they thought I was an easy target because I was kind of laid back and quiet. But anyway,
there were a few guys who just decided that they didn’t like me.Did I get in any fights as a kid?
Oh yeah. I got into my share of fights and I always did the J.O.B.I had a perfect win/loss record: I
lost every fight.Kids can be downright nasty. I didn’t start any fights and barely fought back. I
figured back then if I fought back too much, it would work against me. Fighting back would make
the guys mad at me and want to pick on me more. Fighting back could also look like the big guy
picking on the smaller and then everyone would hate me.What would happen is a few of the
same guys would mess with me all the time, because beating up on the big guy made them look
tough. They would cheap shot me. They would knock books out of my hands. They would bitch-
slap me in the hallways and run.I always took pride in keeping my cool, but as a human, you can
only take so much.Eventually, I finally got tired of it.I went into math class. Being that it was “math
class” should have been punishment enough, as I was terrible at numbers. However, there was
someone in the same class with me that I hated even more than high school math itself: John
Eddy.School was a food chain. When a person was older than you are, they figured that gave
them full rights to beat you up. This dumbass who stayed back in kindergarten or some shit,
started messing with me from first grade, and continued to do so all the way up to seventh.He
embarrassed me around the guys and he is probably the reason girls didn’t find interest in me
my whole time in high school. He punched me at recess. He stole my food. He would trip me. He
was a sick, sick, sick individual.The way he would always sit in math class was so that he was
right over to the side of me. All throughout class, he drew disgusting pictures of grossly-detailed
penises covered with veins and swarming flies and then show them to me. Then he would sneak
them in my desk after I left. The teacher would find the drawings and think they were from me. I
got detention, I got the rod and I would get all kinds of punishment for his artwork.When class
started up, another thing he did was tear pages out of his composition book and start to chew a
big wad of the paper; the mother of all spitballs. He would saturate it in spit and show me his
handy-work through his lips, periodically all throughout class. Here I was, trying to do classwork
that I didn’t understand and I had to also worry about where that wad was going to end up. He
would perch it on his lips, from time to time, holding the goo out in it a kiss-formation. Then John
would nod his head up and down and whisper, “Yesssssss,” with it hanging out of his mouth.I
would always shake my head, “no,” in response. This gesture meant that this marinating mouth-
load was intended for me. I already knew from seven years’ experience that his “yes-nod” was to
answer my unasked question of, “Are you planning on throwing that nasty shit at me?”On more
times than just once, when the bell rang, he rushed out of class and launched his gob at the last
second at the side of my head. For the next five minutes, I’d be picking paper particles and
mouth muck out of my ear on my way to the next class.One time at the beginning of the school
day, I saw John Eddy in the hall before math class. He was already in bully-mode and already
nodding “yes.” I got mad right off the bat, thinking about how I didn’t particularly want to walk



around with his bad-breath spitball smell on me all day. I walked right up to him and told him,
“John Eddy, if you do as much as touch me with anything again, I’m gonna kill you.”The bell
rang.The room collected and the kids were running in, making it to their seats. John Eddy sat
next to me and it wasn’t even a full minute before he started tearing off a strip of paper. I looked
over at him and he put it in his mouth.The teacher started her lesson, but only got a small
mouthful out of what she wanted to say. I’d be damned if I let John Eddy get his mouthful out.I
got straight up out of my chair. The teacher looked at me as if I was being rude, but I didn’t care. I
turned away from where we were sitting and headed to the back of the room.“Mr. Harris, what
are you doing? Please sit down,” the teacher said. “Class has started.”I ignored the request. I
went over to the corner. There sat a six-foot-long rod with a hook on it. This stick was used to pull
the big windows in school down closed. The stick would soon also find another use; a practical
use.I went up to John Eddy’s desk. He saw the stick in my hand and said, “No, Bear. Don’t do
it.”“Yessssss!” I said, mocking the Spitball Assassin.I held the rod up over my head like a
Samurai warrior, then I pulled the stick back behind my head and chopped down on his arm as
hard as I could. I followed through. Whaap. The blow hit him so hard, it actually knocked the desk
over with him as well.It’s funny how doing something so bad can actually make you look good to
people. Everyone wanted to be my friend after that. I took down the school giant and claimed his
throne.Two good things actually came out of this: 1) John Eddy never messed with me again
and, 2) I got detention, and didn’t have to do math for the day.This was the beginning of the end
for the mild-mannered, James Harris, who put up with bully garbage for so long.I tasted blood
and I wanted more. Revenge.A Jump in the PoolThere was this other guy, Albert, who also was
older than I was. He always made threats at me and bossed me around. He was another who
had his coming.He was a guy I played football with, but he didn’t respect me for that. He liked to
act territorial around me and tell me where I should dress and which locker I should use. If I was
somewhere in town where he was, he would tell me I had to leave the area, loudly and in front of
everyone to establish who was in charge.One day, I saw Albert in the pool hall. I knew he
wouldn’t let me come in. Whenever I showed up for some pool, if I saw him in there, I would just
turn around and come back later to avoid a scene. If I didn’t see him in there and made the
unfortunate mistake of walking in, he would spot me and yell, “Bear, if you don’t get out of here,
right now, I am going to come over there and beat you with this pool stick.”Everyone would laugh
and I would leave.Many, many times, I remember waiting an hour or two for him to finish playing
pool and leave, just so I could go in and have a good time. On this one particular day, though I
had had enough. Headstrong with some courage after laying John Eddy out, I thought to myself,
“That isn’t how things are going to go down today.”Stealing a page out of my mom’s playbook, I
knew I needed another foreign object, in case he decided to come after me with the cue-stick.
So, I went over near some bushes and found a pretty good sized rock. It was a six-inch long
triangular-shaped piece of granite, as thick as a plum.Once I had my equalizer, I proceed to walk
into the pool hall.As usual, Albert let me walk in some. Then, in front of everyone in the hall he
said, “Hey Bear. Go on, get out of here.” He tried to embarrass me like usual, using a loud voice



so everyone in the room would look. “I didn’t say you could come in here, did I?”Rather than
walking out this time as everyone was laughing, I decided to go with a different plan. “Why don’t
you come outside and make me, Albert?”“Ooooo!” the room cried, trying to egg on Albert.Albert
cocked his head. He couldn’t believe what I said. I couldn’t believe what I said, either.I walked
out of the hall, but not because he wanted me to. I went out to fight. I stood in front of the big
window and motioned for him to come outside with me.Albert shrugged. Not wanting to look like
a chicken, he strutted out the front door with stick in hand, just as I expected he would. “Bear,
you want to get flip with me?” He laughed. “You remember what I said, don’t you? If you came in
the hall while I was here, I was going to beat you with this.” He held up his stick.“Oh, I remember,”
I said, finally standing up to him. I flashed my rock in my hand.As bodies emptied out of the pool
hall, a small circle of people formed around us. I backed up a little into the parking lot.Albert
laughed at me again. “Oh bear. You won’t throw it at me.”He came over to warn me again and I
knocked the stick out of his hands.The crowd popped.About 20 vultures were circling around us
to see just what kind of carnage there would be. “Get him Albert,” some yelled, while others
shouted, “Lay him out, Bear!”Albert was furious. Finally, he knew what it was like to be
embarrassed in front of everyone and he didn’t like it. He charged me. He elbowed me hard in
the ribs. I buckled over a second, as Albert turned around to pick up his stick. That’s when I
made up my mind, “it was do or die.” I buckled my hand hard around the rock.Albert straightened
up holding the stick, again and he was right. I wasn’t going to throw the rock at him, but I was
going to throw something else: a right hand.Thud. Albert was down for the count.The punch hit
its target dead on, but something happened that I didn’t expect. I looked down and there was
blood everywhere.The fans cheered.Rather than the rock acting like a pair of brass knuckles in
my hand, the sharp point of the rock daggered into his face on impact. It gave the blood-thirsty
animals just what they wanted: lots of blood.There was a pretty deep hole on the side of his
forehead. I hit him right in the temple.Blood was gushing out like crazy.I looked down at my right
forearm. There were red speckles all over it. I felt my stomach drop. I thought he was dead. I
didn’t know what to do. I ran out of there as fast as I could, as did everyone else.I felt sick.I went
home that night, waiting for the worst. Nothing happened. I would lay low the next day and the
next day after that, still expecting to hear something from the law. Still, nothing happened.I
remember thinking that I killed him.The cops never came. It didn’t really matter to them, because
nobody was white. It was another case of unimportant black-on-black crime.Albert lived to see
another day, but he never messed with me again.CHAPTER 2EARLY DAYS AND THE STICKSI
was born, James Harris, on May 28, 1950 to a very poor family in Senatobia, Mississippi. No, I
was not from Uganda. I was one of six kids; four girls and two boys. My mother didn’t have the
luxury of giving birth to me in the comfort of a hospital maternity room. I was brought into this
world on the same plantation in Senatobia where my mother and father were working as
sharecroppers.While I don’t remember him all that much, my biological father, Jessie Harris,
tried his hardest to provide for our family. People who knew him said he was a good man. He
worked long hours as a farmer and he was always working an angle to make more income for his



family. He would do anything he could to provide.Ultimately, his nurturing ways may have got the
best of him.As the story goes, my father was running out of money quick. After a bad payoff one
harvest, he decided to look for an alternative way to put food on our table. After turning down
some initial invites, he finally decided to try his hand at an illegal dice game, in order to help our
family live.From time-to-time, farmer owners and sharecroppers would get together and throw
gambling parties out in the woods. Usually, the guys throwing the party would try and get the
other players drunk and fleece them of the little bit of money that they had.This didn’t happen on
that night.My daddy was smart. Though he wasn’t a very experienced gambler, he was pretty
good with numbers and he didn’t let alcohol influence him, as many others did. Actually, he did
very well that night on the dice: too well.Some historians say that it wasn’t unheard of to collect a
pot at one of these parties that could make you more in one night than you could have ever
earned in a full year, working on a farm.My daddy was a winner that night. As the saying goes,
“To the victor goes the spoils.”The problem with my father winning so much was that it took
money away from someone who was a sore loser. Add “losing-hand” anger to a lethal
combination of booze and a society that looked the other way towards “black-on-black violence,”
and my father had a deadly equation to deal with.Jessie Harris was killed in the woods that
night, after a gambling dispute.The police didn’t care. Other sharecroppers say that the killer
was definitely one of two of Jessie Harris’ close friends.It’s possible that he won a bunch of his
friend’s money, thus angering him, thus leading to his death. It is also possible he may have
beaten a white farm owner out of a load of cash and the farm owner paid off one of them to kill
Jessie Harris to get the money back.Nobody knows.And since the police didn’t care enough
about what happened to actually investigate, nobody will ever know. A black man’s life in this
time wasn’t worth the hassle. The 1950s and 1960s were good times for civil rights, but not so
good if you were in Mississippi.At a young age, I heard how “The American civil rights
movement” was bringing positive changes for human rights throughout the United States and
around the world. While a war for black equality was being fought on many different “battlefields,”
historians of this time say I was living in one of the worst states possible. Mississippi’s
lawmakers, police officers, public officials, and even private citizens, worked their hardest to
maintain a segregated way of life. Historians report that they encouraged threats and violence
against anyone who wanted change.There were no charges brought up on the killers. A black
death didn’t matter as much in the eyes of Mississippi law at this time, and it was even more
unimportant when all the parties involved were black.For a period of time in my formative years, I
was being brought up in a rough area at a rough time by a single parent. This probably had an
impact on me and my mother knew it.Just before I was old enough to work on the plantation with
my older brother, Herbert, and my older sister, Lucille, my mother knew we needed a change of
scenery.A New LifeMy mother remarried and we moved to Coldwater, Mississippi, which was
about five miles from Senatobia and 30 miles south of Memphis. Coldwater was a little town, but
had a lot of farming. Most families were farmers, or sharecroppers like we were, but it was even
more almost like walking into another time. It had separate entrances for people of color. It had



separate bathrooms for “whites” and “colored.” It had no real signs of equality, anywhere.There
was a lot going on that you may have read about or may have seen on TV about Mississippi in
the late 1950s and early 1960s. They were killing blacks back then and nothing would be done
about it. You had to say “yes sir” and “no sir’ to white boys and girls ridiculously younger than
you, and call them mister and missus.To better understand how programmed we were, one day,
some insurance people from New York City came by. I was in the backyard with my mother and
could clearly hear her saying, “yes sir and no sir,” because she was trained to do so because
they were white. They were probably 18 years old. They corrected her over and over saying,
“Ma’am, you don’t need to call us that,” but this is all she knew, being a farm girl from
Mississippi.My new stepfather, Walter Moore, was a Mississippi farmer, too, just like my dad
was. He at least had his own home so we had hoped things would be different in our new life.
Though we were still working on a plantation picking cotton, the new plantation had a different
owner and we were hoping he would be a fair one.Sharecropper payoffs were supposed to be
equal. All of the workers were to receive an equal percentage, with all profits to be split equally
after expenses. The way it usually worked was the man with the money was always a white man,
who would pay the bills up front. He would loan his sharecroppers a little to get them through
until harvest time. Then, by the end of the year at harvest, the sharecroppers would get their
shares.The problem on our last farm was that while everyone was supposed to be equal, some
people were more equal than others. We moved forward in a new crop-sharing venture as a
family, hoping for the best.Our family worked hard. We grew cotton and corn and really did our
fair share of the labor. Come harvest time, our farmers took our crop to the gin and sold it. Then
we were at the mercy of the farm owners who would pay my stepfather. Sometimes we did okay,
but many seasons we would get little to nothing for our share.Our farmers would say, “We just
broke even.”Farmers were like wrestling promoters. They never seemed to make any money they
could spread around, no matter how much they made. The costs always outweighed the
profits.This is the story of my life.Being at the mercy of others is how we made a living. Welfare
was a great help to poor families like us in these times.I always try and think of the positive
things about my childhood and not focus on the negative ones, even thoughOut from the
SticksWhen I think back to one of my fondest earliest memories, I can remember being about six
years old, just starting school at Coldwater Elementary. My mother had saved up some money
and bought me some nice new clothes for my first day.I remember getting all ready and waited
for some words of encouragement from my stepfather. That wasn’t happening. My stepfather
was stressed out again about a bad harvest return. He was yelling at my oldest brother and
sister about something, and it upset me.My mom came to the rescue and calmed me down. “It’s
your first day at school, honey. Clean clothes. It’s a big step in life,” she said. “Do your mommy
proud.”“I will.”She saw that I was still distracted by the ruckus. “Don’t you never mind them,
James. You focus, today. Get to school early and focus.”And that’s just what I did.My stepfather
was still yelling at the older two when I left. They never listened to him. Herbert and Lucille’s
“You’re-not-my-daddy” attitude created a lot of heat between them and our new father-



figure.Eventually, they both left the house at young ages to get away from his yelling. My sister
got married and Herbert went to live with one of my uncles to get away.My mom was tough and
always there for us, however. She was a hard working woman in the field, who never knew
anything else. She never had a real job. She was always farming. Over the years, it made her
strong and she was hard like a man. When you hugged her, you could feel the muscles in her
arms.At the end of a hard day’s work, my mother liked to drink a little like the rest of the workers
did. She had to hide it though, because my stepfather was a bit of a farming preacher and he
really didn’t like the drinking. “How can you do the Lord’s work if you don’t have a clear mind,” he
would ask.After their wedding, we were a little frightened at first. We had never seen my father
raise a hand or even his voice, for that matter, to my mother. Maybe there was a reason for
that.My mom was a shoot-fighter.Maybe my mom rushed into things with Walter to better our life
as a family, I don’t know, but they definitely locked horns more than we were used to seeing with
our first dad. That scared us, at first.It was a scary time to be a kid with all the changes; the loss
of our father, the new town, the new man of the household, the new farm with new horrible ways
that white men treated black people, and now fights with mom and her man?The first time we
heard him yell at her, we thought we were in for a wrestling match, right in our living room. We
thought he was going to job our mother out, right before our very eyes.After the first few actual
fights, however, we didn’t care anymore. We didn’t care because we were insensitive or because
we were helpless to change anything, but more so because we learned that mom was going to
win the match. She would always win.We learned. And so did Walter — the hard way.One night,
Walter came in from the fields a little earlier than we thought he would have. Something didn’t go
quite the way he had hoped and he was cursing under his breath.My mother had a glass of wine
from a bottle that she had stashed away and was taking a sip. She saw Walter come in and she
quickly pushed the bottle away into a cupboard.Walter saw it and went right into preaching
mode: “Woman. How can you be a good mother to your children if you are going to be coming
home at night acting like this?” he asked, displacing work anger at her.“Acting like what?” she
asked, taking another sip to spite him. Until this point we never saw her really talk back, but she
was a total diva on this night.Maybe she did have a little bit too much wine that night, or maybe
not.Either way, we watched as he charged right at her for being sarcastic. I don’t know what he
was planning on doing, and maybe he didn’t either. It didn’t matter. She side-stepped his
clothesline and pushed him face-first into the wall.Walter went down, but the match wasn’t over.
After that, my mom grabbed something out from the windowsill beside her. It was a foreign
object. I guess the match was No DQ. We couldn’t see at first what exactly she had, with her
back turned to us.The window slammed shut, and that wasn’t the only thing getting
slammed.Immediately, in front of the whole family, she whooped my stepfather with a big window
stick.Walter cowered away.When the beating was done, she went back to her glass of wine, sat
down and took a great big gulp like nothing had happened. After that, we knew Mom would have
no problems with her new husband. We knew she was running the show.One of the reasons why
I would eventually do well as a wrestler was because I had my mommy’s genes. (If I had Walter’s



genes, I would have starved for sure.)Speaking of genes... For many years, I was playing with a
nephew who I thought was my brother. You see, my mother raised my sister’s son as her own.
After my oldest sister left, she left Chester behind, because there was no way she would have
been able to support him.The family I most grew up with had Chester and I ruling the roost with
my sisters, Emma, Jessie (who was named after her daddy), and my baby sister Hester. We
didn’t have much but we all had a cap gun, one bike that we shared, and we all had each
other.When we weren’t in school, the Harris kids worked hard and played hard.We were a poor,
but simple farm family in a simple life. It was a happy life. We had dogs all the time and a few
cats. We had a mule. We raised hogs to eat for personal use and we raised chickens for eggs
just for us, as well. We were not quite self-sufficient, but not bad. It was a nice family.Later on this
would become my dream. I eventually realized that I wanted “The American Dream.” No, I did not
want a fat man in black and yellow polka dots, if you weel, but rather I wanted my own farm and I
wanted the farm done right. I wanted to be the owner so one day I could tell my workers, “We just
broke even.”I made it up to ninth grade and stopped. I was a farm boy and saw no reason to stick
in there. I didn’t have a whole lot of friends and not a whole lot of reason to stay with it.I did like
playing some sports though. I was on the early high school football team there for eighth and
ninth grade. Defense and offensive tackle. My football coach, Johnny Hankleson, was pretty
supportive of me. He was the first to call me, “Sugar Bear” because I was a big sweet guy with a
good attitude. I helped bring our team to the championship, too.Girls didn’t like me all that much.
Even though I was on the football team, I wasn’t all that popular. They thought I was big and
goofy and eventually I started to get a bit of a reputation.For quite a while, I was bullied at school.
I don’t know if it is because I didn’t get the best grades. I am not sure if they thought I was an
easy target because I was kind of laid back and quiet. But anyway, there were a few guys who
just decided that they didn’t like me.Did I get in any fights as a kid? Oh yeah. I got into my share
of fights and I always did the J.O.B.I had a perfect win/loss record: I lost every fight.Kids can be
downright nasty. I didn’t start any fights and barely fought back. I figured back then if I fought
back too much, it would work against me. Fighting back would make the guys mad at me and
want to pick on me more. Fighting back could also look like the big guy picking on the smaller
and then everyone would hate me.What would happen is a few of the same guys would mess
with me all the time, because beating up on the big guy made them look tough. They would
cheap shot me. They would knock books out of my hands. They would bitch-slap me in the
hallways and run.I always took pride in keeping my cool, but as a human, you can only take so
much.Eventually, I finally got tired of it.I went into math class. Being that it was “math class”
should have been punishment enough, as I was terrible at numbers. However, there was
someone in the same class with me that I hated even more than high school math itself: John
Eddy.School was a food chain. When a person was older than you are, they figured that gave
them full rights to beat you up. This dumbass who stayed back in kindergarten or some shit,
started messing with me from first grade, and continued to do so all the way up to seventh.He
embarrassed me around the guys and he is probably the reason girls didn’t find interest in me



my whole time in high school. He punched me at recess. He stole my food. He would trip me. He
was a sick, sick, sick individual.The way he would always sit in math class was so that he was
right over to the side of me. All throughout class, he drew disgusting pictures of grossly-detailed
penises covered with veins and swarming flies and then show them to me. Then he would sneak
them in my desk after I left. The teacher would find the drawings and think they were from me. I
got detention, I got the rod and I would get all kinds of punishment for his artwork.When class
started up, another thing he did was tear pages out of his composition book and start to chew a
big wad of the paper; the mother of all spitballs. He would saturate it in spit and show me his
handy-work through his lips, periodically all throughout class. Here I was, trying to do classwork
that I didn’t understand and I had to also worry about where that wad was going to end up. He
would perch it on his lips, from time to time, holding the goo out in it a kiss-formation. Then John
would nod his head up and down and whisper, “Yesssssss,” with it hanging out of his mouth.I
would always shake my head, “no,” in response. This gesture meant that this marinating mouth-
load was intended for me. I already knew from seven years’ experience that his “yes-nod” was to
answer my unasked question of, “Are you planning on throwing that nasty shit at me?”On more
times than just once, when the bell rang, he rushed out of class and launched his gob at the last
second at the side of my head. For the next five minutes, I’d be picking paper particles and
mouth muck out of my ear on my way to the next class.One time at the beginning of the school
day, I saw John Eddy in the hall before math class. He was already in bully-mode and already
nodding “yes.” I got mad right off the bat, thinking about how I didn’t particularly want to walk
around with his bad-breath spitball smell on me all day. I walked right up to him and told him,
“John Eddy, if you do as much as touch me with anything again, I’m gonna kill you.”The bell
rang.The room collected and the kids were running in, making it to their seats. John Eddy sat
next to me and it wasn’t even a full minute before he started tearing off a strip of paper. I looked
over at him and he put it in his mouth.The teacher started her lesson, but only got a small
mouthful out of what she wanted to say. I’d be damned if I let John Eddy get his mouthful out.I
got straight up out of my chair. The teacher looked at me as if I was being rude, but I didn’t care. I
turned away from where we were sitting and headed to the back of the room.“Mr. Harris, what
are you doing? Please sit down,” the teacher said. “Class has started.”I ignored the request. I
went over to the corner. There sat a six-foot-long rod with a hook on it. This stick was used to pull
the big windows in school down closed. The stick would soon also find another use; a practical
use.I went up to John Eddy’s desk. He saw the stick in my hand and said, “No, Bear. Don’t do
it.”“Yessssss!” I said, mocking the Spitball Assassin.I held the rod up over my head like a
Samurai warrior, then I pulled the stick back behind my head and chopped down on his arm as
hard as I could. I followed through. Whaap. The blow hit him so hard, it actually knocked the desk
over with him as well.It’s funny how doing something so bad can actually make you look good to
people. Everyone wanted to be my friend after that. I took down the school giant and claimed his
throne.Two good things actually came out of this: 1) John Eddy never messed with me again
and, 2) I got detention, and didn’t have to do math for the day.This was the beginning of the end



for the mild-mannered, James Harris, who put up with bully garbage for so long.I tasted blood
and I wanted more. Revenge.A Jump in the PoolThere was this other guy, Albert, who also was
older than I was. He always made threats at me and bossed me around. He was another who
had his coming.He was a guy I played football with, but he didn’t respect me for that. He liked to
act territorial around me and tell me where I should dress and which locker I should use. If I was
somewhere in town where he was, he would tell me I had to leave the area, loudly and in front of
everyone to establish who was in charge.One day, I saw Albert in the pool hall. I knew he
wouldn’t let me come in. Whenever I showed up for some pool, if I saw him in there, I would just
turn around and come back later to avoid a scene. If I didn’t see him in there and made the
unfortunate mistake of walking in, he would spot me and yell, “Bear, if you don’t get out of here,
right now, I am going to come over there and beat you with this pool stick.”Everyone would laugh
and I would leave.Many, many times, I remember waiting an hour or two for him to finish playing
pool and leave, just so I could go in and have a good time. On this one particular day, though I
had had enough. Headstrong with some courage after laying John Eddy out, I thought to myself,
“That isn’t how things are going to go down today.”Stealing a page out of my mom’s playbook, I
knew I needed another foreign object, in case he decided to come after me with the cue-stick.
So, I went over near some bushes and found a pretty good sized rock. It was a six-inch long
triangular-shaped piece of granite, as thick as a plum.Once I had my equalizer, I proceed to walk
into the pool hall.As usual, Albert let me walk in some. Then, in front of everyone in the hall he
said, “Hey Bear. Go on, get out of here.” He tried to embarrass me like usual, using a loud voice
so everyone in the room would look. “I didn’t say you could come in here, did I?”Rather than
walking out this time as everyone was laughing, I decided to go with a different plan. “Why don’t
you come outside and make me, Albert?”“Ooooo!” the room cried, trying to egg on Albert.Albert
cocked his head. He couldn’t believe what I said. I couldn’t believe what I said, either.I walked
out of the hall, but not because he wanted me to. I went out to fight. I stood in front of the big
window and motioned for him to come outside with me.Albert shrugged. Not wanting to look like
a chicken, he strutted out the front door with stick in hand, just as I expected he would. “Bear,
you want to get flip with me?” He laughed. “You remember what I said, don’t you? If you came in
the hall while I was here, I was going to beat you with this.” He held up his stick.“Oh, I remember,”
I said, finally standing up to him. I flashed my rock in my hand.As bodies emptied out of the pool
hall, a small circle of people formed around us. I backed up a little into the parking lot.Albert
laughed at me again. “Oh bear. You won’t throw it at me.”He came over to warn me again and I
knocked the stick out of his hands.The crowd popped.About 20 vultures were circling around us
to see just what kind of carnage there would be. “Get him Albert,” some yelled, while others
shouted, “Lay him out, Bear!”Albert was furious. Finally, he knew what it was like to be
embarrassed in front of everyone and he didn’t like it. He charged me. He elbowed me hard in
the ribs. I buckled over a second, as Albert turned around to pick up his stick. That’s when I
made up my mind, “it was do or die.” I buckled my hand hard around the rock.Albert straightened
up holding the stick, again and he was right. I wasn’t going to throw the rock at him, but I was



going to throw something else: a right hand.Thud. Albert was down for the count.The punch hit
its target dead on, but something happened that I didn’t expect. I looked down and there was
blood everywhere.The fans cheered.Rather than the rock acting like a pair of brass knuckles in
my hand, the sharp point of the rock daggered into his face on impact. It gave the blood-thirsty
animals just what they wanted: lots of blood.There was a pretty deep hole on the side of his
forehead. I hit him right in the temple.Blood was gushing out like crazy.I looked down at my right
forearm. There were red speckles all over it. I felt my stomach drop. I thought he was dead. I
didn’t know what to do. I ran out of there as fast as I could, as did everyone else.I felt sick.I went
home that night, waiting for the worst. Nothing happened. I would lay low the next day and the
next day after that, still expecting to hear something from the law. Still, nothing happened.I
remember thinking that I killed him.The cops never came. It didn’t really matter to them, because
nobody was white. It was another case of unimportant black-on-black crime.Albert lived to see
another day, but he never messed with me again.CHAPTER 3DEEPEST, DARKEST
COLDWATERDowntown Coldwater, Mississippi was small. It was one of those little bitty towns
where everyone knew everything about everyone. There were only a few shops around the town
square and there was only one restaurant in Coldwater and it was “a white-and-colored”
restaurant called The Copper Kettle.My sister worked there, but that didn’t get us any special
treatment.As any black family who wanted food from “a white-and-colored,” we would have to go
in the back. There they had a special place set aside just for the blacks, so the whites didn’t have
to see us. There were no tables for the blacks. Our section only had blocks of wood to sit on if we
wanted to eat a plate there. We had to eat there with our food on our knees or “get it to go.” (It’s
still there, today. Even though it is mostly a black restaurant and I can sit wherever I want, I won’t
go in there. It brings back bad memories.)We didn’t have a whole lot, so there wasn’t often
enough money to get some of the food that most kids like to eat. Sure, we had eggs and some
meat from our livestock. We had meals, but there was never anything like candy or anything.And
you know bears have a sweet tooth, right?Eventually, I started doing something when times were
rough that I am a bit ashamed of today.I started stealing.It was late at night. I was lying in bed
and I heard a gurgle. I was hungry as hell.I got up and walked out into the kitchen. There wasn’t
much of anything there. We were between harvests and we only really had corn around, and
maybe some bread. Not liking the idea of a corn sandwich, I pulled on my jacket and headed
out. I was sick of not having enough money for a decent snack.Wearing my brother’s shoes that
he left behind, I headed into town at about 2:30 in the morning. Nothing was going to be open,
but I followed the hunger pains. I made it to the town square and saw a police car parked. I snuck
around the side of the building and behind the car, undetected by law enforcement.It’s a good
thing, too.I was about 16 years old. In mid-60s Mississippi, if you were a black person who
looked like you were up to no good, you never knew what a cop would do. We were pretty much
living under martial law where cops could do anything they wanted to you. If he saw me out that
late sneaking around, he may have shot first and asked questions later.Rumors had it that a
local crop-sharer once looked at the police wrong and he ended up buried under a bridge,



somewhere. Mississippi was really bad. Black people that went against the system would all
eventually just disappear.I disappeared into the darkness and made my way over to the school
house. The lights were dark in the building and I went back around to where the cafeteria was. I
looked around and saw that there was one window open a crack by the kitchen. I pushed a
garbage can over by the opening, turned it a flip and wriggled my body up into the insides of the
school.Once inside I knew exactly what I wanted. I headed over to the side of the long cafeteria
and walked behind the counter by the snack room register. I turned around and there they were:
cookies.It was like heaven.I stood there and marveled at a display of about three dozen cookies
of all kinds of flavors. There was chocolate, chocolate chip, double-chocolate, double-chocolate
chocolate chip, macaroon, peanut butter and there was my very favorite: oatmeal.I couldn’t
decide, so I grabbed a paper bag off the counter and took all the cookies.I guess I wasn’t a very
effective thief on my first outing. I was almost out of the window when I remembered the cash
register. I went back into the snack room and played around with it until it opened. While there
were no bills, there was about four dollars or so in change.I threw the money in the bag and
looked in at the individually-wrapped pieces of ambrosia. I really couldn’t resist.I sat on the floor
right there by the window and I must have eaten me a dozen cookies myself that night.
Sometime after that, I decided to up my game a little from just being, “who stole the cookie from
the cookie jar?”The Dukes of Hazzard had Rosco. The A-Team had Colonel Lynch. The
Incredible Hulk had Jack McGee. Neo in The Matrix had Agent Smith.Just like them, I had a
person who was constantly trying to catch me to throw me in jail, or worse, but he was never
able to do so. I had Police Officer Ernest Bolding.After my cookie crimes, I decided to step it up a
little. I tried my hand at some minor shoplifting, and stealing things out of sheds to sell. Because
of my size, however, if anyone had any glimpse of what may (or may not) have been going on, it
was easy for the police to figure out who was a likely suspect. There weren’t many 275-pound
ninth-graders in Coldwater.“James. Someone broke into the school again last night,” he
said. “Okay.”“They took all the change out of the register and a bunch of baked goods, again.”I
smiled. “That’s a damn shame, sir.”“Well, someone said they saw someone big walking by there,
late at night.”Police Officer Bolding questioned me all too many times, but I was too good. I kept
my cool, gave my pre-calculated alibi and he was never able to get me for the little jobs I had
actually done. He never had any proof.It was all pretty easy.That is when I came up with the
ultimate heist, the ultimate plan to really put me on the map.To do it right, I needed my own team.
I needed three fast runners and one fast talker, so, I grabbed up three of the best football players
I could find in all of Coldwater High and my sister, Emma. We all came from the same
sharecropping family backgrounds and all had a similar agenda. We met and planned everything
out. We were ready to go.One hot summer night at three in the morning, we met behind the
pharmacy in the Coldwater Square. Off to one corner, we could see Officer Bolding’s police car
parked where it always was, right by the police box pole.The police box kind of looked like a
birdhouse on a stick. It was essentially a hardwired telephone located in a public place for the
use of members of the police, or for members of the public to contact the police station. The use



of these emergency communication systems predated any sort of mobile telecommunications.
Police around the world used these before cell phones and, yes, even before CB radios.I handed
my sister a nickel, which was a small investment to make in such an operation. She walked over
to a payphone and made a call to the neighboring police station that handled our small town of
Coldwater.“There’s been a killing!” she said. “There’s a killing outside of town.”My sister didn’t
think at first. Why would you say that? She quickly fixed her mistake.“Outside my hometown, I
mean,” my sister was a good actor. She started breathing hard. “I’m visiting family in Senatobia
and there was a big fight by the water tower. A group of blacks killed a white man.”My sister hung
up the phone and came back to the alley. It didn’t take long at all before the police box started
buzzing really loud. Just as I had thought, if a white man was killed, the police would drop
everything and head right out. If she had said a black man had died, that probably could wait
until morning.Officer Bolding ran to the police box and flipped it open. He was on the phone for
all of 10 seconds or so, then turned his lights on and took off.It unfolded just as we had planned.
Our team had free reign of the town. Just as soon as the police car drove out of sight, we ran
around and stole every watermelon we could find.Yeah. Yeah. I know the stereotype. Blacks and
watermelons — very funny. But I liked watermelon a lot and you probably do, too.Without Bolding
watching, each of us ran up to the bigger houses around the square and just beyond and snuck
up on the porches. People’s porches in Coldwater, Mississippi in the early 1960s often had all
kinds of treasures on them.Many farm owners would set out some of their better crops on their
porches so they wouldn’t over ripen and spoil. While a few of the guys grabbed a cantaloupe
here or there, I always grabbed the two biggest melons I could find, one under each arm, and we
would head out to the woods.We would stash our loot and then make another run or two.
Sometimes three or four runs at the end of a good night.Out in the woods we would run our
findings to this one big tree. Once we figured Bolding would be almost back to his post, we
would call it a night and stay in the woods. Then we ate as much of the evidence as we could.I
was a big boy, too. I would eat at least a whole melon in one sitting; sometimes two.We would
stash the rest and stockpile them way out in the woods for later use.This plan worked many
times. Because there was so much friction between the blacks and the whites, we could wait a
few weeks or a month and pull off pretty much the same thing.From time-to-time, if we really had
a lot, I sold some melons to friends here and there, after we did a really good grab.Occasionally,
if we were really lucky, one of us would hit a porch that had a pie. Game on. If there was a pie or
two involved, we would scoop it out like savages and eat it with our hands. That pie wouldn’t last
10 minutes.After a few months, Officer Bolding got wind that people were losing things on his
shift. He knew there was too much stuff reported missing for it to be a bear or something that
was hauling off the food, even though it was technically a “Bear.” Therefore, he came to me, a
known food thief suspect and started questioning me.My sister was my alibi and, again, he
couldn’t prove anything. However, by this point he was angry because we had made him look
bad.“Listen boy. This is the last time I warn you. If I find out it is you behind these reports, we are
going to have a serious problem,” he said. “You understand?”I guess I didn’t.Now, I haven’t done



this kind of stuff for 45 years or so, but I still remember how the stealing made me feel as a kid.
When you get to stealing, you start doing it for the thrill. You get a rush. You start thinking of more
and more ways to get what you don’t have. As a poor black teen, I would think of ways to get
what I couldn’t have.Towards the end of my stealing days, one of the local guys told me a farm
owner went away on a trip. He said the farmer was really mean to his sharecroppers and ripped
them off something terrible. He also said he knew where the wife kept their money and would tell
me if he could have some of it.That was a good enough excuse for me.I only broke into a house
one time. I went in the house by myself and didn’t really plan it out or anything. I went in there
and got about $10. This was a lot back then. It was the same as getting about $100 today.This
was a bad idea.Right away, Police Officer Ernest Bolding started putting the heat on me. While
he tolerated food and some minor things, he was not going to allow me to start hitting houses. I
guess this time, I really made him look bad.I’ll never forget what he said. Standing in my doorway
one morning, he said “James, I think it was you. Now, this town is not going to do well with both
of us in it together anymore, and I’m not planning on leaving anytime soon.” He looked me in my
eyes. “One of us better leave town and it ain’t going to be me.”Back then if you didn’t leave like
they asked, you would be found dead somewhere. I thought about leaving but actually had no
idea where I would go. I had nothing.Word got out quick in a small town where everyone knew
everyone. I don’t know if Bolding would have done it himself, but people were predicting I was
the next black to mysteriously disappear.Professor Moore at the high school heard the rumors
that Bolding was really pissed off this time and likely to take action. Normally, a talk with this guy
was about trying to keep you in school, but in this case it was to help me get out of town.My
former teacher made a few calls and asked me if I wanted to go work on a farm in Florida. He
was worried for my safety.I didn’t want to go, but I also didn’t want to stick around to see if the
rumors he heard were right.With not much more than a ninth-grade education, I left to take on
the world alone... and never looked back.CHAPTER 3DEEPEST, DARKEST
COLDWATERDowntown Coldwater, Mississippi was small. It was one of those little bitty towns
where everyone knew everything about everyone. There were only a few shops around the town
square and there was only one restaurant in Coldwater and it was “a white-and-colored”
restaurant called The Copper Kettle.My sister worked there, but that didn’t get us any special
treatment.As any black family who wanted food from “a white-and-colored,” we would have to go
in the back. There they had a special place set aside just for the blacks, so the whites didn’t have
to see us. There were no tables for the blacks. Our section only had blocks of wood to sit on if we
wanted to eat a plate there. We had to eat there with our food on our knees or “get it to go.” (It’s
still there, today. Even though it is mostly a black restaurant and I can sit wherever I want, I won’t
go in there. It brings back bad memories.)We didn’t have a whole lot, so there wasn’t often
enough money to get some of the food that most kids like to eat. Sure, we had eggs and some
meat from our livestock. We had meals, but there was never anything like candy or anything.And
you know bears have a sweet tooth, right?Eventually, I started doing something when times were
rough that I am a bit ashamed of today.I started stealing.It was late at night. I was lying in bed



and I heard a gurgle. I was hungry as hell.I got up and walked out into the kitchen. There wasn’t
much of anything there. We were between harvests and we only really had corn around, and
maybe some bread. Not liking the idea of a corn sandwich, I pulled on my jacket and headed
out. I was sick of not having enough money for a decent snack.Wearing my brother’s shoes that
he left behind, I headed into town at about 2:30 in the morning. Nothing was going to be open,
but I followed the hunger pains. I made it to the town square and saw a police car parked. I snuck
around the side of the building and behind the car, undetected by law enforcement.It’s a good
thing, too.I was about 16 years old. In mid-60s Mississippi, if you were a black person who
looked like you were up to no good, you never knew what a cop would do. We were pretty much
living under martial law where cops could do anything they wanted to you. If he saw me out that
late sneaking around, he may have shot first and asked questions later.Rumors had it that a
local crop-sharer once looked at the police wrong and he ended up buried under a bridge,
somewhere. Mississippi was really bad. Black people that went against the system would all
eventually just disappear.I disappeared into the darkness and made my way over to the school
house. The lights were dark in the building and I went back around to where the cafeteria was. I
looked around and saw that there was one window open a crack by the kitchen. I pushed a
garbage can over by the opening, turned it a flip and wriggled my body up into the insides of the
school.Once inside I knew exactly what I wanted. I headed over to the side of the long cafeteria
and walked behind the counter by the snack room register. I turned around and there they were:
cookies.It was like heaven.I stood there and marveled at a display of about three dozen cookies
of all kinds of flavors. There was chocolate, chocolate chip, double-chocolate, double-chocolate
chocolate chip, macaroon, peanut butter and there was my very favorite: oatmeal.I couldn’t
decide, so I grabbed a paper bag off the counter and took all the cookies.I guess I wasn’t a very
effective thief on my first outing. I was almost out of the window when I remembered the cash
register. I went back into the snack room and played around with it until it opened. While there
were no bills, there was about four dollars or so in change.I threw the money in the bag and
looked in at the individually-wrapped pieces of ambrosia. I really couldn’t resist.I sat on the floor
right there by the window and I must have eaten me a dozen cookies myself that night.
Sometime after that, I decided to up my game a little from just being, “who stole the cookie from
the cookie jar?”The Dukes of Hazzard had Rosco. The A-Team had Colonel Lynch. The
Incredible Hulk had Jack McGee. Neo in The Matrix had Agent Smith.Just like them, I had a
person who was constantly trying to catch me to throw me in jail, or worse, but he was never
able to do so. I had Police Officer Ernest Bolding.After my cookie crimes, I decided to step it up a
little. I tried my hand at some minor shoplifting, and stealing things out of sheds to sell. Because
of my size, however, if anyone had any glimpse of what may (or may not) have been going on, it
was easy for the police to figure out who was a likely suspect. There weren’t many 275-pound
ninth-graders in Coldwater.“James. Someone broke into the school again last night,” he
said. “Okay.”“They took all the change out of the register and a bunch of baked goods, again.”I
smiled. “That’s a damn shame, sir.”“Well, someone said they saw someone big walking by there,



late at night.”Police Officer Bolding questioned me all too many times, but I was too good. I kept
my cool, gave my pre-calculated alibi and he was never able to get me for the little jobs I had
actually done. He never had any proof.It was all pretty easy.That is when I came up with the
ultimate heist, the ultimate plan to really put me on the map.To do it right, I needed my own team.
I needed three fast runners and one fast talker, so, I grabbed up three of the best football players
I could find in all of Coldwater High and my sister, Emma. We all came from the same
sharecropping family backgrounds and all had a similar agenda. We met and planned everything
out. We were ready to go.One hot summer night at three in the morning, we met behind the
pharmacy in the Coldwater Square. Off to one corner, we could see Officer Bolding’s police car
parked where it always was, right by the police box pole.The police box kind of looked like a
birdhouse on a stick. It was essentially a hardwired telephone located in a public place for the
use of members of the police, or for members of the public to contact the police station. The use
of these emergency communication systems predated any sort of mobile telecommunications.
Police around the world used these before cell phones and, yes, even before CB radios.I handed
my sister a nickel, which was a small investment to make in such an operation. She walked over
to a payphone and made a call to the neighboring police station that handled our small town of
Coldwater.“There’s been a killing!” she said. “There’s a killing outside of town.”My sister didn’t
think at first. Why would you say that? She quickly fixed her mistake.“Outside my hometown, I
mean,” my sister was a good actor. She started breathing hard. “I’m visiting family in Senatobia
and there was a big fight by the water tower. A group of blacks killed a white man.”My sister hung
up the phone and came back to the alley. It didn’t take long at all before the police box started
buzzing really loud. Just as I had thought, if a white man was killed, the police would drop
everything and head right out. If she had said a black man had died, that probably could wait
until morning.Officer Bolding ran to the police box and flipped it open. He was on the phone for
all of 10 seconds or so, then turned his lights on and took off.It unfolded just as we had planned.
Our team had free reign of the town. Just as soon as the police car drove out of sight, we ran
around and stole every watermelon we could find.Yeah. Yeah. I know the stereotype. Blacks and
watermelons — very funny. But I liked watermelon a lot and you probably do, too.Without Bolding
watching, each of us ran up to the bigger houses around the square and just beyond and snuck
up on the porches. People’s porches in Coldwater, Mississippi in the early 1960s often had all
kinds of treasures on them.Many farm owners would set out some of their better crops on their
porches so they wouldn’t over ripen and spoil. While a few of the guys grabbed a cantaloupe
here or there, I always grabbed the two biggest melons I could find, one under each arm, and we
would head out to the woods.We would stash our loot and then make another run or two.
Sometimes three or four runs at the end of a good night.Out in the woods we would run our
findings to this one big tree. Once we figured Bolding would be almost back to his post, we
would call it a night and stay in the woods. Then we ate as much of the evidence as we could.I
was a big boy, too. I would eat at least a whole melon in one sitting; sometimes two.We would
stash the rest and stockpile them way out in the woods for later use.This plan worked many



times. Because there was so much friction between the blacks and the whites, we could wait a
few weeks or a month and pull off pretty much the same thing.From time-to-time, if we really had
a lot, I sold some melons to friends here and there, after we did a really good grab.Occasionally,
if we were really lucky, one of us would hit a porch that had a pie. Game on. If there was a pie or
two involved, we would scoop it out like savages and eat it with our hands. That pie wouldn’t last
10 minutes.After a few months, Officer Bolding got wind that people were losing things on his
shift. He knew there was too much stuff reported missing for it to be a bear or something that
was hauling off the food, even though it was technically a “Bear.” Therefore, he came to me, a
known food thief suspect and started questioning me.My sister was my alibi and, again, he
couldn’t prove anything. However, by this point he was angry because we had made him look
bad.“Listen boy. This is the last time I warn you. If I find out it is you behind these reports, we are
going to have a serious problem,” he said. “You understand?”I guess I didn’t.Now, I haven’t done
this kind of stuff for 45 years or so, but I still remember how the stealing made me feel as a kid.
When you get to stealing, you start doing it for the thrill. You get a rush. You start thinking of more
and more ways to get what you don’t have. As a poor black teen, I would think of ways to get
what I couldn’t have.Towards the end of my stealing days, one of the local guys told me a farm
owner went away on a trip. He said the farmer was really mean to his sharecroppers and ripped
them off something terrible. He also said he knew where the wife kept their money and would tell
me if he could have some of it.That was a good enough excuse for me.I only broke into a house
one time. I went in the house by myself and didn’t really plan it out or anything. I went in there
and got about $10. This was a lot back then. It was the same as getting about $100 today.This
was a bad idea.Right away, Police Officer Ernest Bolding started putting the heat on me. While
he tolerated food and some minor things, he was not going to allow me to start hitting houses. I
guess this time, I really made him look bad.I’ll never forget what he said. Standing in my doorway
one morning, he said “James, I think it was you. Now, this town is not going to do well with both
of us in it together anymore, and I’m not planning on leaving anytime soon.” He looked me in my
eyes. “One of us better leave town and it ain’t going to be me.”Back then if you didn’t leave like
they asked, you would be found dead somewhere. I thought about leaving but actually had no
idea where I would go. I had nothing.Word got out quick in a small town where everyone knew
everyone. I don’t know if Bolding would have done it himself, but people were predicting I was
the next black to mysteriously disappear.Professor Moore at the high school heard the rumors
that Bolding was really pissed off this time and likely to take action. Normally, a talk with this guy
was about trying to keep you in school, but in this case it was to help me get out of town.My
former teacher made a few calls and asked me if I wanted to go work on a farm in Florida. He
was worried for my safety.I didn’t want to go, but I also didn’t want to stick around to see if the
rumors he heard were right.With not much more than a ninth-grade education, I left to take on
the world alone... and never looked back.CHAPTER 4FLORIDA FARM WORKPalm tree
tumbleweeds blew by my cowboy boots. I looked back at the sunset behind me and looked
forward to a whole new frontier. The sheriff done run me out of town because “it wasn’t big



enough for the both of us.” I made it to Florida, and I made it to see 17 years old when I left
Mississippi in 1967.Professor Moore didn’t just give me a hideout, he gave me a second chance
at life. Who knows where I would have ended up, if it weren’t for him? Along with giving me a
place to go to start all over fresh, he also offered me some great advice.Before I left, he told me
that if I want to do well in life, I have to work hard and not give racists an excuse to hate me more.
He explained his philosophy to me. He explained that with all the hate and negativity in the world
towards people like me already, making bad choices is going to only lead to bad outcomes for a
young black man.That is when I decided that if I was going to do well in life, I had to really buckle
down. I decided no more stealing. I decided to stay away from partying and things that could get
me in trouble.I hit the restart button.I had no education, no directions, and I never looked back. I
left for Florida to work for the farmer that Professor Moore knew. My short-lived career of “picking
pockets for produce” changed slightly to, picking fruit.I moved to Waverly, Florida to start
harvesting oranges. I started picking fruit and got to be pretty good at it in no time. I claimed a
bunk at the farm’s camp. The way it worked was similar to the share-cropper residents in
Mississippi, but you were paid hourly. While you couldn’t necessarily make a bundle, you also
wouldn’t get screwed out of your pay when the farm owner decided that one season, you only
“broke even.”In return for working the farms, the workers would get about a dollar an hour and
they also got a safe place to stay; clean, with food and water. The people working the farm came
to like me, right away. I worked hard and kept a good attitude. The farmers were all real nice, too,
and I never had so much as even a cross word with anybody.After a year or so of hard work in
the trees, I looked for a change of scenery. The sun was real hot and it started to take its toll on
me. I kept my ears open and learned about another decent farm. This farm’s area of expertise
was in growing tomatoes in Lantana, Florida. I earned a little bit of a better wage at $1.15 an
hour working for the tomato farm. This work wasn’t as hot, because I wasn’t out on the field all
that much, I was working in their packing house.A typical day wasn’t so bad. The pickers were
the “hands-on” in the field. They picked the tomatoes and filled tons in carts at the end of the
farmland rows. On heavy harvests, we would sometimes have a dedicated tractor driver who
would deliver full crates of the crop to the side of an open warehouse.That’s when the muscle
would come in: me.I was the guy who would move the crop that was already harvested to
different points for packaging. I would lift their crates by hand over to little ramps and dump them.
I would pour them slowly on the conveyer belt and make sure no tomatoes went astray. Then
other people would sort the tomatoes out by size and grade the product into different cases to
wholesale out.When we didn’t have a dedicated driver, it was also my duty to make crate runs to
deliver to the different pickers all over the fields. It wasn’t all that challenging of a job, but it was
honest work. I liked that.Just like the orange place in Waverly, Lantana had a place they provided
for their workers to live. I took residence at their farm camp by Lake Worth. As part of your salary,
like a benefit, you could just live there, so I did.I made even more friends there at Lake Worth
than I had in Waverly. They liked me. I was strong and could lift a lot. That trait could certainly
help a lot on a farm, and it did.When something was too heavy or too big, they called in the



Sugar Bear. At the end of a hard day’s work, I would get together with some of the guys. We
often went fishing together at the fishing hole.Fishing with the guys is where I learned about life.
There was no real father figure in my life at this point, so I was all ears. Guys would talk about
work, women, sports, money issues, problems at home, and anything else life threw their
way.One particular farmhand really sticks out in my mind. Curly was a really old sorter who had
been with this same tomato farm ever since he was a kid. At some point, I guess he was called
“Curly” because of his full head of hair, but there wasn’t a whole lot of evidence of any of that left.
He was the wild, seasoned vet of the farm and he had an answer for everything, if you had the
patience to wait and listen to him.One night, I was sitting with everybody’s wise old mentor of the
Lantana farm. We were both holding our fishing lines and one of the guys was spilling his guts
about some serious shit. Curly took a long breath. Our group fell silent and he finally said a line I
would never forget;“Life is overcoming the obstacles that get in your way.”This little piece of
advice has stuck with me for all my years and it still comes into play, even today, sitting in a bed
having lost parts of my body to an illness. There have been many problems I have experienced
in my time on Earth. These difficulties endured may have come to me in different forms like
racism in Mississippi, stressful work situations, or even life-altering health problems.But I just
“keep on keeping on.”No matter how difficult the obstacle life has thrown my way, I have always
found the courage to overcome.The Stuff Legends Are Made FromIf I wasn’t fishing with the
farmhands after farming, that probably meant that it was a Monday night. On Mondays, my
escape became going to the wrestling matches at the West Palm Beach Auditorium. After
hearing the guys talk at the lagoon about these big crazy wrestling shows, I was hooked without
yet even seeing a match.One of the first stories I heard them tell had to do with a wrestler named
Eddie Graham taking on this other guy who called himself “The Great” Malenko. Man, it really
sounded like some kind of feud.Though I had no clue who they were talking about because I had
never seen a match, I could really see it all. They talked in great detail about these two grapplers
stepping up into the ring. I pictured the fans going wild as their names were announced. I could
feel the electricity in the air. I could almost see the action and imagine the way they felt upon
victory.They spoke of these warriors having to settle their differences in a series of brutal and
bloody chain matches. I could hear the chain, the cling. I could feel their pain.One night fishing, I
remember one guy talking about how Eddie punched The Great Malenko’s whole top row of
teeth right out of his head. The blow was so devastating that it left him toothless in an instant.
That not being enough, then Eddie looked around the arena and stomped Malenko’s teeth down
into the mat. (I later learned that this spot was possible because The Great Malenko wore false
teeth.)After that, I begged the guys to take me and finally, they did. I could picture everything, but
teeth flying out of faces? That was something I had to see.After my first show, I was an addict. A
new Monday night ritual was born right there. Every week, by hook or by crook, at least a few of
us would figure out a way after work so we could watch us some wrestling.The promotion we
went to was Championship Wrestling from Florida (CWF), as far as I know. Some say it was
actually run by one of the same guys the fishers had talked about, Eddie Graham. But from what



I’ve been told since then, Graham didn’t actually take control until around September 1970. Even
though Graham did buy the promotion in 1961, the original promoter, Cowboy Luttrell, was still in
charge of everything we saw during our fishing days at the lagoon.But I digress.Whoever was
writing the card and calling the shots when I went to the matches didn’t matter. I had a blast.I
used to watch guys like Missouri Mauler, Dusty Rhodes, Thunderbolt Patterson, The Briscos,
André the Giant, and Terry Funk just to name a few. I couldn’t get enough. It was the one sport
where you could be extremely excited one second, or extremely pissed off the next.As nuts as I
was about the game, I never wanted to be a player at this point. This was my escape. Wrestling
was a way to relax and get away from it all. I would snatch up anyone from the farm who was
interested in blowing off some steam. We would step away from our worries and enter the Wild
World of Wrestling for a moment, where professional wrestlers were fighting much bigger battles
than our own.I do remember one day when our battle felt pretty bad, so bad everyone up and
left. One Friday morning, we were right smack in the middle of things. I was driving the tractor
and headed out to a distant point in the fields to drop off some empty crates to the pickers. I got
off and grabbed a big stack off the back of the cart. Just as I set down a pile by a row of tomato
plants, I heard a yellin’ come from somewhere behind me.I looked down the field and one of the
new guys was running my way pretty hard. He was one of the new little Mexican brothers that
took up residence at my camp. In fact, his bed was right near my bunk.“Is everything okay?” I
shouted back to him.“James!” he said, trying to catch his breath. He looked around and there
were about six of us around. “Martin Luther King!”He didn’t have to say the rest. I already knew.I
was in the fields when I heard Martin Luther King, Jr. had been assassinated the night
before.The migrant worker told me that he had been shot in a hotel in Memphis, Tennessee. It
was The Lorraine Motel, only a short distance away from my hometown. The reverend died at
the age of 39.This was quite a surprise for everyone on the farm. The majority of us were either
black or Mexican or some kind of mix. Either way, we all held this one man up as being the one
hope, the one person who was going to make our “color” not matter so much to the world
anymore.His whole “I have a dream” speech really had an impact on me, when I first heard about
it as a 13-year-old kid. Coming from the overly segregated Mississippi setting that I had, I really
wanted to stand in the world that Doctor King had spoken of. I wanted to share the same
opportunities that other people were afforded. I wanted to be able to walk into the front door of
the only restaurant in town.All at once, the noise on the farm stopped.Though it took the whole
night before the news would make it to our little corner of the planet, it didn’t take long at all for all
of us to hear the news.One-by-one, we dropped whatever it was that we were doing. Everyone
quit working that day. We all headed back to the camp. People shook. People cried. People
shouted at the walls. That was quite an obstacle to overcome.The Quest for a CarBeing 18 years
old and being a virgin was not cool. The guys at the lagoon told stories and I would listen, but I
had absolutely no point of reference to understand what they were talking about. I did know this,
however; puberty had kicked in a hunger and I wanted to feed it.I had blue balls so bad they
were purple. Everything on the farm started looking fair game to me, even the stacks of



hay.There were women on the farm, don’t get me wrong, and their tomatoes looked a hell of a lot
nicer than the ones I was handling. But those girls were all taken. Looking for a piece of ass at
work would have been like “looking for a needle in a haystack.” With no girls around, I was going
to have to be creative or I was out of luck. If I wanted sex, I was going to have to go out and look
for it, or just stick my needle in a haystack.School taught me that I wasn’t great at math, but I did
know one timeless formula:Horny teen + car = negative virginity.It was around this time that I
really decided I needed a car, no matter what it cost.The farmers were great. They weren’t at all
like the ones in Mississippi who constantly tried to screw you over and find an angle to get free
labor. When I decided I wanted extra money, the farm owners in Florida just said, “Okay James,”
and then also let me pick the crop for extra hours. It was like being able to grab up a part time job
where you could make your own schedule.Therefore, I picked and packed to make money both
ways and I also started saving. There was a used car lot about 15 minutes down the road from
us by West Palm Beach. I already had my “de-virginizer” mobile eyeballed. It was a shiny jet
black 1958 Oldsmobile. My baby was just there waiting for me to save up enough money to pick
her up. The only problem was that at my rate of saving, I would still probably be a virgin until I
was 58.One night, I sat down all depressed at the fishing spot. I told Curly about my dilemma.
Old Curly scratched the bristles on his chin and waited about four hours before he said
something like, “if you need to make a crap-load of cash fast, there is only one way. Shoot
craps.”It was kind of funny to hear the old wise Yoda of the tomato farm offer “gambling” up as
advice, but he was right. Gambling was pretty much my only option. Being well over six feet tall
and almost 300 pounds at this point, I was eating more money than I could make.I knew the
Harris history. Knowing all too well that gambling killed my real father, I had a decision to make;
should I do something that could possibly cost me my life, or just die the horniest virgin alive?
That night, I won $127 at craps.The funny thing is, Curly, the very same guy who taught me how
to shoot dice, lost more money to me than anyone. I almost wonder now if he wanted to lose that
money to me.Either way, his loss wasn’t in vain, however. His loss meant my loss of virginity.
Gotta love beginner’s luck.I wasted no time at all. The very next day, I was off to go get my first
girl, with cash in hand. I hitched a ride down the street. I looked around and there my baby was.
She was just waiting for me to pick her up. I walked right into the dealership with a pocket full of
money and I left with the same pocket; $115 lighter.I drove off the lot the proud owner of a jet
black 1958 Oldsmobile. She was all mine. Freedom.Having enough money to buy a car meant
new opportunities for me other than just being able to “search for quality ass.” Once I had my car,
the sky was now the limit.I went to fish a few times after that with the guys, but even they told me
that “times were a changing” for me.Curly said, “James. At the lagoon we often talk about
overcoming obstacles. Career opportunities are opening up out there for young black men like
you now. The hardest part is finding them.”I nodded.“I’m an old man now and all I ever had was
farming, but your future can be totally different, if you want it to be,” he said. He waiting a long
time and continued, “James?” “Yes,” I said. “That car can help you find women, but it can also
help you make money.”Curly told me that I no longer needed to work in “just the location that I



was in,” but I could, “now go out and find even better work, or even create it.” He was right. While
trying to get myself a car so that I could find women, I didn’t much think about all the other things
it was going to do for me.I learned a lot from Curly and the other guys on the farm. They taught
me how to repair things. They taught me how to fix small engines. They taught me about
construction.With the car, I could finally go out and use these skills to make more money in less
time than working on the farm took. Eventually, I did just that and I left the farm.I took up some
side construction jobs around West Palm Beach. I learned quickly that there was far better
money working for someone else in construction than there was working for someone else in
farming. I would soon learn that there was even more money when you could find your own jobs
and work for yourself.In 1969, I was staying in a rooming house after I had long left the tomatoes
behind and started construction. The rooming house was a bit of a commune; a number of
people just rented sleeping rooms and they shared the kitchen, bathroom and TV room.That is
where I met Willie Jean.I didn’t know anything about girls except from what the boys would say
at school and the men would say at the fishing hole. Girls didn’t like me back in Mississippi and
for good reason, too. I was mean and I stole things and I always got in trouble. But that Sugar
Bear was long gone. The new one worked hard and was making a living on his own, all at
19.One night after a pretty tough day of fully gutting a house for new drywall, I rolled in at about
midnight. I headed over to the fridge to see if some of my leftover cold cuts hadn’t been stolen,
again.There was a bit of a food thief in our rooming house, and he wasn’t satisfied with just
cookies and watermelon. Whoever was jacking my chow had no problem lifting the whole thing.
To them, if it hit the fridge in the commune, it was fair game.“Damn it,” I said again, realizing that
the meat bandit had struck again.Out of the shadows a thin dark-skinned woman came my way.
She was wearing a pair of sweat pants and white tank top t-shirt, clearly with no bra. “What’s the
matter, sugar?” Willie Jean asked.“Eye contact; must remember eye contact,” I thought.I looked
directly at her boobs.I had seen the new girl around and never had the courage to talk with her.
She was really attractive in a cheap-experienced way, but I liked that. I shook my head.
“Someone took my grub again.”“Hungry?”I nodded.“Awe, poor baby.” Willie Jean took me by the
hand and brought me to her room. She had something a little bit more in mind on the menu that
night than just a salami sandwich.Speaking of babies, Willie Jean was much more experienced
than The Sugar Bear. Much more. But you got to learn somewhere, right?Willie Jean was
married-but-separated when I met her. She was also pregnant when I met her, too. The
proverbial “bun in the oven” belonged to a freshly ex-boyfriend that she had shacked up with as
a result of a rebound, immediately after leaving her husband. As I understood it, she left her
husband, moved in with this guy and then left him, too, probably in a month’s time or so.Being 19
and virgin, I had no problem with sloppy seconds, thirsty thirds, or filthy fourths, for that matter.
The Willie in my jeans was going to get me some of that Willie Jean no matter what number I
was. That’s when I started seeing her in a long-term relationship that lasted at least about five
years.When Willie finally had that baby, the husband, Rob A., came around and started trouble.
Maybe because he didn’t like the timing of it all and didn’t like what people were saying behind



his back. I don’t know. Rob kept making it out like the baby was his, when it wasn’t physically
possible for that to be the case. You see, Willie hadn’t given any to the husband for a long time
before the rebound came around.I’m not sure if this was a power move, or what, but after she
had the baby, Rob kept visiting the hospital and we started having issues. Since they weren’t all
the way divorced yet, the husband came in when I wasn’t around and he changed the baby’s last
name to his, when the baby wasn’t his. He kept slapping his last name onto the birth
certificate.Willie Jean at this point wanted nothing to do with him. She had been living with me
for about a year and I figured that I would be the man looking after this baby. Therefore, I had a
friend at the hospital who would call me when he put it in motion to change the baby’s last name
to his surname, each time he did it. I played clean-up and drove back to the hospital and
changed the baby’s name back to “Harris.”We changed the baby’s name back and forth from his
surname to my surname so many times that I lost count. Then my car broke down and I couldn’t
afford to go back and forth to the hospital anymore by taxi.So about three years or so had
passed. We were doing okay together. Rob had seemingly given up on us and moved to
Belglades, Florida, about 50 miles away from me. I had just about forgotten about him when I
heard news he had moved back to the West Palm Beach area.Rob decided to move to Riviera
Beach, only about 15 miles from West Palm.Not liking the idea that he was back in the area, I
probably annoyed Willie Jean and actually caused some heat between us. Maybe I was
paranoid, or maybe she had actually gone to see him. I don’t know for sure, but she eventually
got sick of my questions. One night, an argument got kind of heated and she took off.I wasn’t
sure where she went. Wondering if she would go out to see her ex-husband, I left the baby at the
neighbor’s house to “go get diapers.” Then, I actually drove to Riviera Beach.Rob was in the
yard. I went up to the fence and he saw me.Eye contact.“Let me tell you something,” Rob said.
“Me and my wife are trying to get together. We don’t want you around here. You best get to
leaving.” Now when you tell someone to get lost, you better be ready to make them go when they
don’t leave. That didn’t happen. I went around the side of the house and let myself into the yard. I
saw Willie’s bag sitting on the back porch.“Where is Willie?” I demanded.Rob didn’t say anything
so I grabbed him. I pulled him in front of me, then the best way I can explain it was I put him into
a big bear hug. He was much smaller than me, so he didn’t really stand a chance.Then, out of
nowhere, Willie Jean did a run-in. She jumped on my back and sort of put me in a sleeper hold.
She was pulling on my arms, off and on, to try and get me to release the hold on Rob. We
stumbled around the yard for a few minutes and we probably looked ridiculous, as I was careful
not to do anything that would hurt Willie.I really didn’t know what to do, so I just held on to her ex-
husband and he tried to get away from me by running into the house. He took a few steps onto
the porch and grabbed a hold of a storm door handle and held onto it tight.My lock dropped to
his waist and his feet were off the ground. It became a big tug-o-war contest, still with my girl on
my back. The moment she jumped off, I yanked him so hard I ripped the storm door right off the
house.With the momentum change, I fell way back and down two steps off the porch and onto
the grass behind me. The storm door was laying on me flat and I looked through the window.Rob



ran into the house.“Nooo!” Willie said.I figured that could only mean one thing. Her ex-husband
was off to find a gun.Not waiting around to see if I was right, I ran to the side of the yard and
hurdle-jumped the fence. I fell flat on my face and ripped my pants. As I got into my car, I looked
back and Rob was running at me across his front yard waving something in the air: a machete.I
must be pretty smooth, however. Either that or stupid. I was back together with Willie Jean the
next week.Sometime later, Willie Jean and I had our own baby together. I didn’t have to argue
with anyone on naming my son. I named him after his old man, James Harris, Junior.After
construction, the guys told me roofing was easier work than construction. Instead of lifting and
moving all around, you could just sit up in one spot and get all the work done. It was better
money, too.I started doing roofing work and after a few years I went into my own business doing
roofing. It was a hot and hard job but I liked it. I was making somewhere in the area of $200 a
week. Even though I had my own apartment, mouths to feed and a woman, I could still save $70
or so of every paycheck.Eventually though, the heat really started to get to me.CHAPTER
4FLORIDA FARM WORKPalm tree tumbleweeds blew by my cowboy boots. I looked back at the
sunset behind me and looked forward to a whole new frontier. The sheriff done run me out of
town because “it wasn’t big enough for the both of us.” I made it to Florida, and I made it to see
17 years old when I left Mississippi in 1967.Professor Moore didn’t just give me a hideout, he
gave me a second chance at life. Who knows where I would have ended up, if it weren’t for him?
Along with giving me a place to go to start all over fresh, he also offered me some great
advice.Before I left, he told me that if I want to do well in life, I have to work hard and not give
racists an excuse to hate me more. He explained his philosophy to me. He explained that with all
the hate and negativity in the world towards people like me already, making bad choices is going
to only lead to bad outcomes for a young black man.That is when I decided that if I was going to
do well in life, I had to really buckle down. I decided no more stealing. I decided to stay away
from partying and things that could get me in trouble.I hit the restart button.I had no education,
no directions, and I never looked back. I left for Florida to work for the farmer that Professor
Moore knew. My short-lived career of “picking pockets for produce” changed slightly to, picking
fruit.I moved to Waverly, Florida to start harvesting oranges. I started picking fruit and got to be
pretty good at it in no time. I claimed a bunk at the farm’s camp. The way it worked was similar to
the share-cropper residents in Mississippi, but you were paid hourly. While you couldn’t
necessarily make a bundle, you also wouldn’t get screwed out of your pay when the farm owner
decided that one season, you only “broke even.”In return for working the farms, the workers
would get about a dollar an hour and they also got a safe place to stay; clean, with food and
water. The people working the farm came to like me, right away. I worked hard and kept a good
attitude. The farmers were all real nice, too, and I never had so much as even a cross word with
anybody.After a year or so of hard work in the trees, I looked for a change of scenery. The sun
was real hot and it started to take its toll on me. I kept my ears open and learned about another
decent farm. This farm’s area of expertise was in growing tomatoes in Lantana, Florida. I earned
a little bit of a better wage at $1.15 an hour working for the tomato farm. This work wasn’t as hot,



because I wasn’t out on the field all that much, I was working in their packing house.A typical day
wasn’t so bad. The pickers were the “hands-on” in the field. They picked the tomatoes and filled
tons in carts at the end of the farmland rows. On heavy harvests, we would sometimes have a
dedicated tractor driver who would deliver full crates of the crop to the side of an open
warehouse.That’s when the muscle would come in: me.I was the guy who would move the crop
that was already harvested to different points for packaging. I would lift their crates by hand over
to little ramps and dump them. I would pour them slowly on the conveyer belt and make sure no
tomatoes went astray. Then other people would sort the tomatoes out by size and grade the
product into different cases to wholesale out.When we didn’t have a dedicated driver, it was also
my duty to make crate runs to deliver to the different pickers all over the fields. It wasn’t all that
challenging of a job, but it was honest work. I liked that.Just like the orange place in Waverly,
Lantana had a place they provided for their workers to live. I took residence at their farm camp by
Lake Worth. As part of your salary, like a benefit, you could just live there, so I did.I made even
more friends there at Lake Worth than I had in Waverly. They liked me. I was strong and could lift
a lot. That trait could certainly help a lot on a farm, and it did.When something was too heavy or
too big, they called in the Sugar Bear. At the end of a hard day’s work, I would get together with
some of the guys. We often went fishing together at the fishing hole.Fishing with the guys is
where I learned about life. There was no real father figure in my life at this point, so I was all ears.
Guys would talk about work, women, sports, money issues, problems at home, and anything
else life threw their way.One particular farmhand really sticks out in my mind. Curly was a really
old sorter who had been with this same tomato farm ever since he was a kid. At some point, I
guess he was called “Curly” because of his full head of hair, but there wasn’t a whole lot of
evidence of any of that left. He was the wild, seasoned vet of the farm and he had an answer for
everything, if you had the patience to wait and listen to him.One night, I was sitting with
everybody’s wise old mentor of the Lantana farm. We were both holding our fishing lines and
one of the guys was spilling his guts about some serious shit. Curly took a long breath. Our
group fell silent and he finally said a line I would never forget;“Life is overcoming the obstacles
that get in your way.”This little piece of advice has stuck with me for all my years and it still
comes into play, even today, sitting in a bed having lost parts of my body to an illness. There
have been many problems I have experienced in my time on Earth. These difficulties endured
may have come to me in different forms like racism in Mississippi, stressful work situations, or
even life-altering health problems.But I just “keep on keeping on.”No matter how difficult the
obstacle life has thrown my way, I have always found the courage to overcome.The Stuff
Legends Are Made FromIf I wasn’t fishing with the farmhands after farming, that probably meant
that it was a Monday night. On Mondays, my escape became going to the wrestling matches at
the West Palm Beach Auditorium. After hearing the guys talk at the lagoon about these big crazy
wrestling shows, I was hooked without yet even seeing a match.One of the first stories I heard
them tell had to do with a wrestler named Eddie Graham taking on this other guy who called
himself “The Great” Malenko. Man, it really sounded like some kind of feud.Though I had no clue



who they were talking about because I had never seen a match, I could really see it all. They
talked in great detail about these two grapplers stepping up into the ring. I pictured the fans
going wild as their names were announced. I could feel the electricity in the air. I could almost
see the action and imagine the way they felt upon victory.They spoke of these warriors having to
settle their differences in a series of brutal and bloody chain matches. I could hear the chain, the
cling. I could feel their pain.One night fishing, I remember one guy talking about how Eddie
punched The Great Malenko’s whole top row of teeth right out of his head. The blow was so
devastating that it left him toothless in an instant. That not being enough, then Eddie looked
around the arena and stomped Malenko’s teeth down into the mat. (I later learned that this spot
was possible because The Great Malenko wore false teeth.)After that, I begged the guys to take
me and finally, they did. I could picture everything, but teeth flying out of faces? That was
something I had to see.After my first show, I was an addict. A new Monday night ritual was born
right there. Every week, by hook or by crook, at least a few of us would figure out a way after
work so we could watch us some wrestling.The promotion we went to was Championship
Wrestling from Florida (CWF), as far as I know. Some say it was actually run by one of the same
guys the fishers had talked about, Eddie Graham. But from what I’ve been told since then,
Graham didn’t actually take control until around September 1970. Even though Graham did buy
the promotion in 1961, the original promoter, Cowboy Luttrell, was still in charge of everything
we saw during our fishing days at the lagoon.But I digress.Whoever was writing the card and
calling the shots when I went to the matches didn’t matter. I had a blast.I used to watch guys like
Missouri Mauler, Dusty Rhodes, Thunderbolt Patterson, The Briscos, André the Giant, and Terry
Funk just to name a few. I couldn’t get enough. It was the one sport where you could be
extremely excited one second, or extremely pissed off the next.As nuts as I was about the game,
I never wanted to be a player at this point. This was my escape. Wrestling was a way to relax and
get away from it all. I would snatch up anyone from the farm who was interested in blowing off
some steam. We would step away from our worries and enter the Wild World of Wrestling for a
moment, where professional wrestlers were fighting much bigger battles than our own.I do
remember one day when our battle felt pretty bad, so bad everyone up and left. One Friday
morning, we were right smack in the middle of things. I was driving the tractor and headed out to
a distant point in the fields to drop off some empty crates to the pickers. I got off and grabbed a
big stack off the back of the cart. Just as I set down a pile by a row of tomato plants, I heard a
yellin’ come from somewhere behind me.I looked down the field and one of the new guys was
running my way pretty hard. He was one of the new little Mexican brothers that took up
residence at my camp. In fact, his bed was right near my bunk.“Is everything okay?” I shouted
back to him.“James!” he said, trying to catch his breath. He looked around and there were about
six of us around. “Martin Luther King!”He didn’t have to say the rest. I already knew.I was in the
fields when I heard Martin Luther King, Jr. had been assassinated the night before.The migrant
worker told me that he had been shot in a hotel in Memphis, Tennessee. It was The Lorraine
Motel, only a short distance away from my hometown. The reverend died at the age of 39.This



was quite a surprise for everyone on the farm. The majority of us were either black or Mexican or
some kind of mix. Either way, we all held this one man up as being the one hope, the one person
who was going to make our “color” not matter so much to the world anymore.His whole “I have a
dream” speech really had an impact on me, when I first heard about it as a 13-year-old kid.
Coming from the overly segregated Mississippi setting that I had, I really wanted to stand in the
world that Doctor King had spoken of. I wanted to share the same opportunities that other
people were afforded. I wanted to be able to walk into the front door of the only restaurant in
town.All at once, the noise on the farm stopped.Though it took the whole night before the news
would make it to our little corner of the planet, it didn’t take long at all for all of us to hear the
news.One-by-one, we dropped whatever it was that we were doing. Everyone quit working that
day. We all headed back to the camp. People shook. People cried. People shouted at the walls.
That was quite an obstacle to overcome.The Quest for a CarBeing 18 years old and being a
virgin was not cool. The guys at the lagoon told stories and I would listen, but I had absolutely no
point of reference to understand what they were talking about. I did know this, however; puberty
had kicked in a hunger and I wanted to feed it.I had blue balls so bad they were purple.
Everything on the farm started looking fair game to me, even the stacks of hay.There were
women on the farm, don’t get me wrong, and their tomatoes looked a hell of a lot nicer than the
ones I was handling. But those girls were all taken. Looking for a piece of ass at work would have
been like “looking for a needle in a haystack.” With no girls around, I was going to have to be
creative or I was out of luck. If I wanted sex, I was going to have to go out and look for it, or just
stick my needle in a haystack.School taught me that I wasn’t great at math, but I did know one
timeless formula:Horny teen + car = negative virginity.It was around this time that I really decided
I needed a car, no matter what it cost.The farmers were great. They weren’t at all like the ones in
Mississippi who constantly tried to screw you over and find an angle to get free labor. When I
decided I wanted extra money, the farm owners in Florida just said, “Okay James,” and then also
let me pick the crop for extra hours. It was like being able to grab up a part time job where you
could make your own schedule.Therefore, I picked and packed to make money both ways and I
also started saving. There was a used car lot about 15 minutes down the road from us by West
Palm Beach. I already had my “de-virginizer” mobile eyeballed. It was a shiny jet black 1958
Oldsmobile. My baby was just there waiting for me to save up enough money to pick her up. The
only problem was that at my rate of saving, I would still probably be a virgin until I was 58.One
night, I sat down all depressed at the fishing spot. I told Curly about my dilemma. Old Curly
scratched the bristles on his chin and waited about four hours before he said something like, “if
you need to make a crap-load of cash fast, there is only one way. Shoot craps.”It was kind of
funny to hear the old wise Yoda of the tomato farm offer “gambling” up as advice, but he was
right. Gambling was pretty much my only option. Being well over six feet tall and almost 300
pounds at this point, I was eating more money than I could make.I knew the Harris history.
Knowing all too well that gambling killed my real father, I had a decision to make; should I do
something that could possibly cost me my life, or just die the horniest virgin alive?That night, I



won $127 at craps.The funny thing is, Curly, the very same guy who taught me how to shoot
dice, lost more money to me than anyone. I almost wonder now if he wanted to lose that money
to me.Either way, his loss wasn’t in vain, however. His loss meant my loss of virginity. Gotta love
beginner’s luck.I wasted no time at all. The very next day, I was off to go get my first girl, with
cash in hand. I hitched a ride down the street. I looked around and there my baby was. She was
just waiting for me to pick her up. I walked right into the dealership with a pocket full of money
and I left with the same pocket; $115 lighter.I drove off the lot the proud owner of a jet black 1958
Oldsmobile. She was all mine. Freedom.Having enough money to buy a car meant new
opportunities for me other than just being able to “search for quality ass.” Once I had my car, the
sky was now the limit.I went to fish a few times after that with the guys, but even they told me that
“times were a changing” for me.Curly said, “James. At the lagoon we often talk about overcoming
obstacles. Career opportunities are opening up out there for young black men like you now. The
hardest part is finding them.”I nodded.“I’m an old man now and all I ever had was farming, but
your future can be totally different, if you want it to be,” he said. He waiting a long time and
continued, “James?” “Yes,” I said. “That car can help you find women, but it can also help you
make money.”Curly told me that I no longer needed to work in “just the location that I was in,” but
I could, “now go out and find even better work, or even create it.” He was right. While trying to get
myself a car so that I could find women, I didn’t much think about all the other things it was going
to do for me.I learned a lot from Curly and the other guys on the farm. They taught me how to
repair things. They taught me how to fix small engines. They taught me about construction.With
the car, I could finally go out and use these skills to make more money in less time than working
on the farm took. Eventually, I did just that and I left the farm.I took up some side construction
jobs around West Palm Beach. I learned quickly that there was far better money working for
someone else in construction than there was working for someone else in farming. I would soon
learn that there was even more money when you could find your own jobs and work for
yourself.In 1969, I was staying in a rooming house after I had long left the tomatoes behind and
started construction. The rooming house was a bit of a commune; a number of people just
rented sleeping rooms and they shared the kitchen, bathroom and TV room.That is where I met
Willie Jean.I didn’t know anything about girls except from what the boys would say at school and
the men would say at the fishing hole. Girls didn’t like me back in Mississippi and for good
reason, too. I was mean and I stole things and I always got in trouble. But that Sugar Bear was
long gone. The new one worked hard and was making a living on his own, all at 19.One night
after a pretty tough day of fully gutting a house for new drywall, I rolled in at about midnight. I
headed over to the fridge to see if some of my leftover cold cuts hadn’t been stolen, again.There
was a bit of a food thief in our rooming house, and he wasn’t satisfied with just cookies and
watermelon. Whoever was jacking my chow had no problem lifting the whole thing. To them, if it
hit the fridge in the commune, it was fair game.“Damn it,” I said again, realizing that the meat
bandit had struck again.Out of the shadows a thin dark-skinned woman came my way. She was
wearing a pair of sweat pants and white tank top t-shirt, clearly with no bra. “What’s the matter,



sugar?” Willie Jean asked.“Eye contact; must remember eye contact,” I thought.I looked directly
at her boobs.I had seen the new girl around and never had the courage to talk with her. She was
really attractive in a cheap-experienced way, but I liked that. I shook my head. “Someone took
my grub again.”“Hungry?”I nodded.“Awe, poor baby.” Willie Jean took me by the hand and
brought me to her room. She had something a little bit more in mind on the menu that night than
just a salami sandwich.Speaking of babies, Willie Jean was much more experienced than The
Sugar Bear. Much more. But you got to learn somewhere, right?Willie Jean was married-but-
separated when I met her. She was also pregnant when I met her, too. The proverbial “bun in the
oven” belonged to a freshly ex-boyfriend that she had shacked up with as a result of a rebound,
immediately after leaving her husband. As I understood it, she left her husband, moved in with
this guy and then left him, too, probably in a month’s time or so.Being 19 and virgin, I had no
problem with sloppy seconds, thirsty thirds, or filthy fourths, for that matter. The Willie in my
jeans was going to get me some of that Willie Jean no matter what number I was. That’s when I
started seeing her in a long-term relationship that lasted at least about five years.When Willie
finally had that baby, the husband, Rob A., came around and started trouble. Maybe because he
didn’t like the timing of it all and didn’t like what people were saying behind his back. I don’t
know. Rob kept making it out like the baby was his, when it wasn’t physically possible for that to
be the case. You see, Willie hadn’t given any to the husband for a long time before the rebound
came around.I’m not sure if this was a power move, or what, but after she had the baby, Rob
kept visiting the hospital and we started having issues. Since they weren’t all the way divorced
yet, the husband came in when I wasn’t around and he changed the baby’s last name to his,
when the baby wasn’t his. He kept slapping his last name onto the birth certificate.Willie Jean at
this point wanted nothing to do with him. She had been living with me for about a year and I
figured that I would be the man looking after this baby. Therefore, I had a friend at the hospital
who would call me when he put it in motion to change the baby’s last name to his surname, each
time he did it. I played clean-up and drove back to the hospital and changed the baby’s name
back to “Harris.”We changed the baby’s name back and forth from his surname to my surname
so many times that I lost count. Then my car broke down and I couldn’t afford to go back and
forth to the hospital anymore by taxi.So about three years or so had passed. We were doing
okay together. Rob had seemingly given up on us and moved to Belglades, Florida, about 50
miles away from me. I had just about forgotten about him when I heard news he had moved back
to the West Palm Beach area.Rob decided to move to Riviera Beach, only about 15 miles from
West Palm.Not liking the idea that he was back in the area, I probably annoyed Willie Jean and
actually caused some heat between us. Maybe I was paranoid, or maybe she had actually gone
to see him. I don’t know for sure, but she eventually got sick of my questions. One night, an
argument got kind of heated and she took off.I wasn’t sure where she went. Wondering if she
would go out to see her ex-husband, I left the baby at the neighbor’s house to “go get diapers.”
Then, I actually drove to Riviera Beach.Rob was in the yard. I went up to the fence and he saw
me.Eye contact.“Let me tell you something,” Rob said. “Me and my wife are trying to get together.



We don’t want you around here. You best get to leaving.” Now when you tell someone to get lost,
you better be ready to make them go when they don’t leave. That didn’t happen. I went around
the side of the house and let myself into the yard. I saw Willie’s bag sitting on the back
porch.“Where is Willie?” I demanded.Rob didn’t say anything so I grabbed him. I pulled him in
front of me, then the best way I can explain it was I put him into a big bear hug. He was much
smaller than me, so he didn’t really stand a chance.Then, out of nowhere, Willie Jean did a run-
in. She jumped on my back and sort of put me in a sleeper hold. She was pulling on my arms, off
and on, to try and get me to release the hold on Rob. We stumbled around the yard for a few
minutes and we probably looked ridiculous, as I was careful not to do anything that would hurt
Willie.I really didn’t know what to do, so I just held on to her ex-husband and he tried to get away
from me by running into the house. He took a few steps onto the porch and grabbed a hold of a
storm door handle and held onto it tight.My lock dropped to his waist and his feet were off the
ground. It became a big tug-o-war contest, still with my girl on my back. The moment she jumped
off, I yanked him so hard I ripped the storm door right off the house.With the momentum change,
I fell way back and down two steps off the porch and onto the grass behind me. The storm door
was laying on me flat and I looked through the window.Rob ran into the house.“Nooo!” Willie
said.I figured that could only mean one thing. Her ex-husband was off to find a gun.Not waiting
around to see if I was right, I ran to the side of the yard and hurdle-jumped the fence. I fell flat on
my face and ripped my pants. As I got into my car, I looked back and Rob was running at me
across his front yard waving something in the air: a machete.I must be pretty smooth, however.
Either that or stupid. I was back together with Willie Jean the next week.Sometime later, Willie
Jean and I had our own baby together. I didn’t have to argue with anyone on naming my son. I
named him after his old man, James Harris, Junior.After construction, the guys told me roofing
was easier work than construction. Instead of lifting and moving all around, you could just sit up
in one spot and get all the work done. It was better money, too.I started doing roofing work and
after a few years I went into my own business doing roofing. It was a hot and hard job but I liked
it. I was making somewhere in the area of $200 a week. Even though I had my own apartment,
mouths to feed and a woman, I could still save $70 or so of every paycheck.Eventually though,
the heat really started to get to me.CHAPTER 5EARLY WRESTLINGIt was time for a change.
Picking fruit in Florida sucked. Construction was hard work. I was getting sunburned to a crisp on
people’s rooftops. I began to long for those good old mild Mississippi days. Work on the farm
was always hard in Mississippi, but it was never too hot to actually do the work. Once I had
saved up enough money to move back home, I was ready to move back home.I figured the heat
I had in the town with the police was long forgotten. My family wanted me back and I was ready
to go. So, I saved up the cash and did just that. I packed my bags and headed back home to
Mississippi.I guess, however, I was caught up in the saying, “the grass is always greener on the
other side.” The problem was being back home wasn’t as “green” as I had hoped it would be.
There were a handful of issues that came about immediately after my move:• I had a car that
wasn’t paid for.• I didn’t have a job.• I couldn’t find a job.• I was hungry and broke.• My savings



ran out.I was too old, in my opinion to leach off of everyone. I had learned a lot about
responsibility and placed great value in work and earning a living. I just couldn’t find a job and
make it work. Eventually, someone like “The Repo Man” Barry Darsow came and repossessed
my car. That was the last straw.I’m a very proud man and didn’t want to be looked at as a failure
in Coldwater, Mississippi. I was finally able to make my return home, and soon after, I was
embarrassed to be back in my hometown. Everyone knew everybody in Coldwater, so I couldn’t
avoid being the topic of conversation in the rumor mills.My return run home didn’t last long.
When my sister, Jessie, called me from Michigan with a “Plan B,” I was all ears. She knew I was
having a tough time finding work, so she told me to come up with her for a while. Rather than
stick around in the land that I love and ruin my name, I figured I would try my hand somewhere
else. Maybe I could find work there for a while and return one day.I moved to live in Benton
Harbor, Michigan with my sister in about 1970. I hit it off pretty well with my sister’s boyfriend,
Juel, who was a truck driver. His job was interesting to me and I rode with him some and did
some odd jobs to learn the ropes.He tried to find me work. He was a decent guy. He looked and
asked around, but I quickly learned that times were tough everywhere and nobody was really
hiring at the time. I continued to ride around with him and helped him wherever I could. This
helped me network a little and I found some odd jobs with people to get by. I made a little bit of
money here and there to start. It was something.To pass the time on the road together, he
eventually asked me about the wrestling matches that I went to see while I was living in Florida.
We would often get to talking about wrestling and, one day, I told him that, if I couldn’t find a job, I
should start taking up wrestling. We both laughed.I really only said it as a joke, but old Juel
stopped and scratched his head for a second. I could see the light bulb go on above his head.
He thought that the idea was no laughing matter. “Man, you should really go do it,” he said. “You
are a big guy. I bet they would love you.”I scratched my head, “Awe, man. I don’t know.”“Maybe
you could really make some good money at it.”“Well, I don’t have any contacts, anyhow,” I said.
Juel just laughed.“I do.”It just happened to be that Juel knew where Bobo Brazil lived. Bobo was
a very big name as far as black professional wrestlers were concerned, and a big guy, too. He
would be perfect to train a bigger guy like me. It seemed that at one point, Juel had made a
delivery to his house. He must have talked to him for some time, I guess, because he knew Bobo
had driven fruit trucks in Benton Harbor before getting into the wrestling business. Juel knew
Bobo Brazil. “Maybe a new job from Juel would soon be on the horizon,” I thought. However, it
was not the one we were originally thinking of.Bobo and TinyOnce we got up the courage,
Jessie’s boyfriend, Juel, finally drove meCHAPTER 5EARLY WRESTLINGIt was time for a
change. Picking fruit in Florida sucked. Construction was hard work. I was getting sunburned to a
crisp on people’s rooftops. I began to long for those good old mild Mississippi days. Work on the
farm was always hard in Mississippi, but it was never too hot to actually do the work. Once I had
saved up enough money to move back home, I was ready to move back home.I figured the heat
I had in the town with the police was long forgotten. My family wanted me back and I was ready
to go. So, I saved up the cash and did just that. I packed my bags and headed back home to



Mississippi.I guess, however, I was caught up in the saying, “the grass is always greener on the
other side.” The problem was being back home wasn’t as “green” as I had hoped it would be.
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wasn’t paid for.• I didn’t have a job.• I couldn’t find a job.• I was hungry and broke.• My savings
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Juel, who was a truck driver. His job was interesting to me and I rode with him some and did
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asked around, but I quickly learned that times were tough everywhere and nobody was really
hiring at the time. I continued to ride around with him and helped him wherever I could. This
helped me network a little and I found some odd jobs with people to get by. I made a little bit of
money here and there to start. It was something.To pass the time on the road together, he
eventually asked me about the wrestling matches that I went to see while I was living in Florida.
We would often get to talking about wrestling and, one day, I told him that, if I couldn’t find a job, I
should start taking up wrestling. We both laughed.I really only said it as a joke, but old Juel
stopped and scratched his head for a second. I could see the light bulb go on above his head.
He thought that the idea was no laughing matter. “Man, you should really go do it,” he said. “You
are a big guy. I bet they would love you.”I scratched my head, “Awe, man. I don’t know.”“Maybe
you could really make some good money at it.”“Well, I don’t have any contacts, anyhow,” I said.
Juel just laughed.“I do.”It just happened to be that Juel knew where Bobo Brazil lived. Bobo was
a very big name as far as black professional wrestlers were concerned, and a big guy, too. He
would be perfect to train a bigger guy like me. It seemed that at one point, Juel had made a
delivery to his house. He must have talked to him for some time, I guess, because he knew Bobo
had driven fruit trucks in Benton Harbor before getting into the wrestling business. Juel knew
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was not the one we were originally thinking of.Bobo and TinyOnce we got up the courage,
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