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on King Productions, headquarters of Don King's multimillion-

dollar boxing empire, is 2 squat pink building across the road from

a gas station in 2 not-so-chichi pant of Fon Lauderdale. It's easy to
drive past. You'll find no grand DEP sign outside, and no fancy recep-
tion area either.

There's not much to look ar while you wait: none of the self-con-
gratulatony brochures vou might expect, no announcements of upcom-
inng fights or continuous-play videas of past glories, just a few photos of
Mike Tyson and King on the walls. Its a stark contrast to the excessive
world of a Las Viegas prnizefight, where Don Fing speaks in tongues and
holds court, shadowed by immaculately groomed men i sharp suats
and fedoras who anticipate his every need. Here at his modest base of
operations, when King wants his back scratched, be uses the door like
everybody clse.

*I"ve started at subzero. When you say ‘gheto,” Lars the ghetto,” says
King, age 65, dressed in his Sunday casuals-beige slacks and a Cooji
jumper. “But [ can walk with kings. I've sophisticated myself, so I'ma
sophisticated ghertoce, Don’t forget [ was once the lietle boy sicting on
the stoop in Cleveland, saying, “That's my cae. That's my car,” and now
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ing got involved in boxing promotion at the age of 4o, after being

paroled from Ohio’s Manon Comrectional Institution. During

hisdayvs as a numbers runner in Cleveland, he'd been convicted of
first-degree manslaughter for the fatal beating of an old acquaintance
outside a bar, After serving almaost four years of 3 life sentence, he got
out of jail in 1971 and began rebuilding his life. His first boxing match
was a benefit for a black hospital in Cleveland. King called on an old
friend, singer Lloyd Price {of “Stagger Lee” fame), not only to secure
Muhammad Alias the main attraction butalso to line up opening per-
formances by Marvin Gaye, Wilson Pickett, Johnny MNash, and Lou
Rawls. The first major boxing event promoted by a black man was a
fuge success, Then in 1973, Mew York video producer and fight pro-
moter Hank Schwartz was so impressed by Kingat the Foreman-Frazier
fight in Jamaica thae he offered him a job. King took the oppontunity
and ran wath it.

King got back in touch with Ali and his manager, Herbert Mu-
hammad, son of Mation of 1slam founder Eljah Mubammad, He con-
vinced them to let him promote Ali's bout with the reigning champi-
on, George Fareman. Ali had been offered $5830.000 for another fight

JUST WHEN HIS CRITICS HAVE HIM DOWN, DON KING COMES OUT SWINGING. BY KIMI ZABIHYAN

lown all thosecars.” He smilesat the thoughe without slowing his spiel.
“l came out of jail and outplaved my counterparts, who had upward
mebility when | had no maobility at all. And cutplayed them in their
game, because boxing isn't a black game, it's 2 white game, Blacks are
the gladiators in the cemer of the ring, but they’re not in the boardrooms
making progressive business deals,”

Sitring behind a desk in his simple office—with 1 bank of closed-cir-
cuit security monitors filling one wall-King flips through a stack of
paperswhile talking to a sportswriter for U84 Taday on the speakerphone.
The writeris 1.|.|::|;|'|4,||_"rir|.b._111-::-llt the possibility of a Lennox Lewis-Mike
Twson fighe, He inquires, almost apologetically, if King can ask’ [}w:lﬁ:
for a comment. *I'll see what | can do,” King replies before hanging
up, but it's clear he has no intention of hu'h:nng Tron Mike.

“They tore Tyson to pieces when he was in jail, and then they won-
der why hewon't talk to therm,” says King of Tyson's reluctance to deal
with the media. King sees parallels between himself and Tyson, *We're
both victims of our own suceess. T used to get good press when | first
came on the scene, but as | continued to JClZ!:ir_'TL' and speak my mind,
they went against me,”

King has rolled with the punches all bus life, but the past two years
have brought a pairof devastating blows. In 1992 King's former aceaun-
tan released information that led to Fang's indictment for wire fraud
in an alleged insurance scam, Then last year, New Fork Post columnist
Tack Mewfield published Oy in America: The Life and Crimesof Don King,
a biography that grudgingly admits his genius, but ultimately portrays
King as an amoral exploiter wha is, in the words of one sportswriter
quoted in the book, “easiest 1o iImagine as a discase.”

“I'm rot a defender and a prover,” says King, who faces the very
real possibility of prison, depending on the outcome of a trial this fall,
“I'm an initiater and preducer. Perhaps | should answer my critics,
bt 1 just stayved focused and thought that my achievement would
speak for itself”
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in Madisan Square Garden by King's rival, prometer Bob Aram, Bur
King said he could deliver a record-breaking $5 million apiece to Ali
and Poreman. He somehow managed to convince Joseph Mobutu, pres-
ident of Zaire, to guarantee 39.6 million of the purse,

Against cnormous odds, King pulled off his frst championship bout,
which he dubbed *the Rumble in the Jungle.” [rstill stands as a boxing
milestone, { Whes We Were Kingi, a documentary about the evenr, is due
ta hit theaters this fall} Televised worldwide from Kinshasa, Zaire on
October 30, 1974, the fight was a global phenomenon and a triumph for
the fast-talking outsider, The battered Ali came back to knock aut the
arm-weary Foreman in the eighth round. But Don King emerged a3
the key player behind this extraordinary event, almost as compelling 2
personaliry as the fighters themselves. “That was the beginning that
changed my life," be says now. King's boss, Hank Schwartz, reported-
ly said, “Pretry soon King will have me riding in the back of the bus.”
By the following year, sure enough, Schwartz was working for King.

MNonetheless, King has persistently come under antack for alleged
underhanded dealings, “Daon's specialty is black-on-black cime,” said
two-time heavyweight champion Tim Witherspoon, whom King paid
%1 million to settle a lawsuit. *I'm black, and he robbed me.™ Ali also
brought suit, claiming King shonchanged him $1 million, but dropped
the case after receiving a cash payment. More recently, King was accused
by his own accountant of spending Tyson's winnings while the former
champ was in prison. All the stories of Don King chiseling fighters have
camed him more jeers than cheers at his own promotions. King says he
loves the hecklers=after all, they pay to get in too. And he 1nsists the
charges are false,

“They can say whatever they want, but the fighters were getting slave
wages until | came on the seene,” says King, in his customary outrageous
but irresistible manner. "I revolutionized the pay scale and the spon
of boxing,” he goes on. [ took the blacks and the Latinos and made sure
they got paid, The srony is that they're trying to make me sound like the

PHOTOGRAPHS BY FRAN COLLIN
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