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Champion of the World

“Champion of the World” is the nineteenth chapter in | Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings; the title is a phrase taken from the chapter. Remembering her child-
hood, the writer tells how she and her older brother, Bailey, grew up in atownin
Arkansas. The center of their lives was Grandmother and Uncle Willie’s store.
On the night of this story, in the late 1930s, the African American community
gathers in the store to listen to a boxing match on the radio. Joe Louis, the
“Brown Bomber,” who was a hero to black people, is defending his heavy-
weight Fitle against a white contender. (Louis successfully defended his title
oy v ot o s ) Ao ling of v 0%

ent plains what it was like to be African American ina
certain time and place.

Amy Tan’s “Fish Cheeks,” followin
) , ' g Angelou’s essay, al res the
experience of growing up an outsider in America Y 955 explo

The last inch
selves along the w;)lflsspicehwas filled, yet people continued to wedge the™
s Tast notch so that of the Store. Uncle Willie had turned the radio Y 2
ik ot \é(:upgsters on the porch wouldn’t miss a word Wome"
) nlﬂg—room Ch : ‘ <.
airs, stools, and upturned wooden box¢®

Small children and babies

the shelves or on each othgre Fehied mevery lap available and men lean®
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The apprehensive mood was shot through with shafts of gaiety, as a black 2
= - ’

i« streaked with lightning.
Wl ain't worried ’ i
Lgn bout this fight. Joe's gonna whip that cracker like it’s

sky

open season.” o
«He gone whip him till that whi . )
At last the talking finished aﬁglii ;Jcs)zzr icall }’;11’11 Momma. e
re over and the fight began., ng-along songs about razor blades
were -

“A qulck jab to the head.” In the Store the crowd grunted. “A left to the
head and a right and another left.” One of the listeners cackled like a hen and
was quieted.

«“They're in a clinch, Louis is trying to fight his way -

Some bitter comedian on the porch said, “That white man don’t mind
hugging that niggah now, 1 betcha.”

“The referee is moving in to break them up, but Louis fin
contender away and it’s an uppercut to the chin. The contender is hanging
on, now he’s backing away. Louis catches him with a short left to the jaw.”

A tide of murmuring assent poured out the door and into the yard.

«Another left and another left. Louis is saving that mighty right . . J
The mutter in the Store had grown into a baby roar and it was pierced by the
ang of a bell and the announcer’s “That’s the bell for round three, ladies and

ally pushed the

cl
gentlemen.”
As I pushed my way into the Store I wond

thought to the fact that he was addressing as
orld who sat sweating and praying, gl

ered if the announcer gave any
“|adies and gentlemen” all the

Negroes around the w ued to their “Mas-

ter’s voice.”!
There were only a fe
The real festivities would begin 2

w calls for RC Colas, Dr Peppers, and Hires root beer.
frer the fight. Then even the old Christian
ladies who taught their children and tried themselves to practice turning the
other cheek would buy soft drinks, and if the Brown Bomber’s victory was a
particularly bloody one they would order peanut patties and Baby Ruths also.

of the cash register. Uncle Willie didn’t

Bailey and I laid the coins on top
[t was too noisy and might shake up the

allow us to ring up sales during a fight.
atmosphere. When the gong rang for the next round we pushed through the

near-sacred quiet to the herd of children outside.
d now it's a left to the body and a right

“He’s got Louis against the ropes an .
to the ribs. Another right to the hody, it looks like it was low ... Yes, ladies and
e contender keeps raining the blows

gentlemen, the referee is signaling but th , L
on Louis. [¢'s another to the body, and it Jooks like Louis is going down.”

1His master’s voice,” ac companied by a picture of a little dog hstsmng toa phonograph,
| appears on some RCA recordings.) —EDs.

was a familiar advertising slogan. (The PICTUre stil
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ple falling. [t was another lynching, ye
One more woman ambushed and raped.
hounds on the erail of a man rup.
woman slapping her maid for being

Ay race proanad. Tewas out peo
another Black man hanging onatree.
A Black boy whipped and maimed. It was

nine through shmy swamps. It was a white

toreettul.

4t attention. Wome
The men in the Store stood away from the walls and B

. . h the shuftlings an
reedily clutched the babes on their laps while on 'l:che pozcr e gane: This %nighci
«iles, flirtings and pinching of a few minutes before Wer® & y

he the end of the world. If Joe lost we were back in slavery andfl})leyoral;i1 }[:d-p' It
would all be true, the accusations that we were lower.type(sj 0 : 'u'md 1. ,e,lflgs'
Only a little higher than apes. True that we were stupid and ug y. an] d&.‘y.dnd
dirty and, unlucky and worst of all, that God Himself hated us am] {or'.almed
us to be hewers of wood and drawers of water, forever and ever, world without

end. |
We didn’t breathe. We didn't hope. We waited.

“He's off the ropes, ladies and gentlemen. He's moving r()wurdf the center
of the ring.” There was no time to be relieved. The worst might st il h;_}ppcn,

«“And now it looks like Joe is mad. He’s caught Carnera with a left hook
to the head and a right to the head. It'sa left jab to the hody and another left
to the head. There’s a left cross and a right to the head. The conrender’s right
eye is bleeding and he can’t seem to keep his block up. Lo 1= penctrating
every block. The referee is moving in, but Louis sends a left to ihe body and
it’s an uppercut to the chin and the contender is droppimg. [ on the canvas,
ladies and gentlemen.”

Babics slid to the floor as women stood up and men lean-d toward the
radio.

“Here's the referee. He’s counting. One, two, three, four, five, six,
seven . . . Is the contender trying to get up again!”

All the men in the store shouted, “NO.”

“__eight, nine, ten.” There were a few sounds from the audience, but
they seemed to be holding themselves in against tremendous pressure.

“The fight is all over, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get the microphone over
to the referee . . . Here he is. He's got the Brown Bomber’s hand, he’s holding
itup...Hereheis...”

Then the voice, husky and familiar, came to wash over us—“The win-
nah, imd sti-ll heavyweight champeen of the world . . . Joe Louis.”

Champion of the world. A Black boy. Some Black mother’s son. He was
fl:(‘ Sm);.&’iﬁ m]al? 11(1: ;h‘e world.SPeople drank Coca-Colas like ambrosia and
ate candy bars like Chri . ;
poured wyhite lightning ixslt?lisir sc())f[tlfceirioil:}ll)e men, wene Kehind the Store.s2

| E ottles, and a few of the bigger boys

Y]
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- Nowed them. Those
followed U 'hose who were not chased
preath in front of themselves like proud kaway came back blowing their
It would take an ho SIOKeTrs.
. ur or more befi
+nd head for home. . ore the people would le
i?\:'n It wouldn’ted;r ?Ose who lived too far had malc)ie arrangeinz‘r]istt}cl)estsatofz
own. 1t v
i e ona n‘lghc;r ‘thla§k trﬁan and his family to be caughton a lor‘iel\]
_ en joe Loui '
people AE—— ] uis had proved that we were the strongest

For a reading quiz

ooy foe Lo ;’gj?d t/hzogirs C;sr ;)nfMaya Angelou, and annotated inks to further readings
of segregation i o :

thebedfordreader. G in the South, visit bedfordstmartins.com/

Journal Writing

How do you respond to the group iJentification and solidarity that Angelou writes

about in this essay’ What groups do you belong to, and how do you know you're 3
member? Consider groups hased on race, ethnic background, religion, sports, hobbies,

politics, friendship, kinship, or &ny other ties. (To take your journal writing further,

see “From Journal to Essay” on the next page.)

Questions on Meaning

s pURPOSE in telling this story’

to be the quthor

does Angeloum
o what degree do you

hers in the store listening to the broadcast!

3. To what extent are the statements il paragraphs
What function do they serve in Angelou’s narrative!
4. Primo Carnera was probably not the Brown Bomber’s oppone
Maya Angelou recalls. Louis fought Carnera only once, on June
hor's apparent error Jetract from her story?

was not a title match. Does the aut

1. What do you take

7. What connection
pride of African Americans! T

ake between the outcome of €

s on Writing Strategy

Question
hs indicate that an eve

pening paragrap

1. What details in the 0
£ in her account of the fi

tance is about to t& e place’ .
7. How does Angelou b SQSPEN
were you able to PI€

f the fight and the
think the quthor’s view is

28

hs 16 and 17 to be taken literally?

at on the night

25, 1935, and it

nt of crucial impor-

ght? At what point
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ou’s final paragraph. |
of direct quotation have on her narrative?

lou also relies heavily on the methog
Jescription in paragraph 27

IRONY in Angel
the author’s us€

Besides parration, Ange
ation depends on

Comment on the
What ERECT does
OTHER MEI‘H()I)S
of DESURIMTION. Analyze how narr

alone.

Questions oNn Language
ng songs about razor blades” (par. 5).

lou’s use of strong verbs.
ute to her narrative?

e (par. 2); assent
lightning (27).

n what the quthor means by “sering-alo

Point to some examples in the essay of Ange :
ANDARD ENGLISH contrib

How does Angelou’s use of NONST :
Be sure you know the meanings of these words: apprehen_sn'
(10); ambushed, maimed (16); ordained (17); ambrosia, white

Explai

Suggestions for Writing
¢ of the groups you

1| entry, choose on
wtive that tells of an

FROM JOURNAL TO ESSAY  From your journ
hip through a narr:

belong to and explore your sense of members

incident that occurred when that sense was Strong. Try to make the incident come
alive for your readers with vivid details, dialog, and tight sequencing of events.
Write an essay based on some childhood experience of your own, still vivid in

your Memory-

Do some research about the boxing ca
which you discuss popular attitudes toward the Brown Bomber i1
CRITICAL WRITING Angelou does not directly describe celations hetween Afri-
can Americans and whites, yet her essay implies quite 2 lor. ViTrre a brief essay
about what you can INFER from the exaggeration of paragra~hs 16 17 and the
obliqueness of paragraph 28. Focus on Angelou’s details andi
uses to present them.

CONNECTIONS  Angelou’s “Champion of the World” and the nex
Tan’s “Fish Cheeks,” both tell stories of children who felt '.L ;u lers in pre-
d_ominantly white America. COMPARE AND CONTRAST the (wo '-.;.‘n"\(-‘r\‘" pcrf(‘p'
t1or11; of what sets them apart from the dominant culture. How de u;s the even
each reports affect that sense of difference? Use specific examples from b th

essays as your EVIDENCE.

reer of Joe Louis. Then write an €ssay in
1 }1l$ \131’}'.

l.neuage she

essay, Amy

Maya Angelou on Writing

Maya Angelou’s writings have shown k
. vl r 8° t \S/ S,.t :v great variety: She has done notable wor
as an autobiographer, poet, short-story writer, screenwriter, [ nd so

, riter, journalist, and soN3

lyricist. Asked by interview :
e er She l “"
specific idea?” Angelou replied: ila Weller, “Do you start each project with a
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It starts with a definjte subject, but it m;
- ,
different. When | start a project, th l

overything I know about the subj
may be twelve or fourteen pages

. ght end with something entirely
e first thing I do is write down, in longhand,
?l"cl:, every thought I've ever had on it. This
\ : ) en I read it back through, for quite a few
:1;2":;:1:1821% gl:}f;}ift Ssub]fe_Ct—;—what its thythm is. ’Cause everything in
- 90 it it’s free form, it sti 1
hear the thythm of the picce. th it still has a thythm. And once

en | try to find out what are the salient points
that I must make. And then it begins to rake shape

[ try to set myself up in each chapter by saying: “This is what I want to go
from—from B to, say, G-sharp. Or from D to L.” And then | find the hook. It's
like the knitting, where, after you knit a certain amount, there’s one thread
that begins to pull. You know, you can see it right along the cloth. Well, in
writing, I think: “Now where is that one hook, that one little thread?” It may
be a sentence. If I can catch that, then I'm home free. It’s the one that tells
me where I'm going. It may not even turn out to be in the final chapter. | may
throw it out later or change it. But if [ follow it through, it leads me right out.

For Discussion

1. How would you define the word rhythm as Maya Angelou uses it!
2. What response would you give a student who said, “Doesn’t Angelou’s approach
to writing waste more time and thought than it’s worth!”




