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A Right Cross to Victory!


There is a maxim in boxing; a right-handed fighter should never lead with his right.  By doing so it makes him vulnerable to a left hook that can be a powerful counter punch by his opponent. . A perceptive opponent can see the right-handed punch coming earlier than a left jab because the punch must follow a longer path from the right shoulder.  Boxers work in a realm measured in milliseconds so a naked right lead can be risky to throw.  Normally, the right cross is a punch thrown by a boxer only after leading with the left jab.  A quick left jab followed by a right cross is a commonly used combination of punches that can be punishing when delivered with skill.  As we all know many rules are made to be broken given the proper time and circumstance.


Challenger Muhammad Ali in his October 30th, 1974 boxing match with champion George Foreman employed his ‘rope-a-dope’ tactic that many avid boxing fans still remember keenly today.  The boxing match was held in the African country of Zaire.  In the African heat, at 4:00 am Zairian time, the strategy worked to weaken the champion to near exhaustion.  The champion had punched himself out of energy by the sixth round.  Ali, a 2:1 underdog going into the fight, finished Foreman off with his usual pro forma boxing style in round eight. . It was a huge and popular upset!

Early success in hitting Foreman with a leading right cross had a psychological impact more telling than the physical effects of each blow.  Foreman was enraged and embarrassed by his lack of defense.  It was an insult to try such an amateur approach against a fighter as powerful as the champion.  In the many months of training no sparring partner ever threw a leading right cross at the champion.  For $50.00 per day no boxer was going to insult the champion.  It would imply that Foreman was slow.  The champion had not seen that punch in two years.  Foreman was thoroughly unprepared for Ali’s bold move, and the challenger knew it.  George Foreman went crazy!  He responded with anger, and coupled with his poor imagination and inability to adapt to his opponent’s movement, he plodded out and frontally attacked Ali round after round.  Foreman clumsily pawed at Ali’s head in an attempt to hold that moving target still.  He pounded his powerful punches with relentless determination into the fortress of defense constructed by Ali.  The challenger used the abnormally loose ring ropes to his advantage.  By arching his back against them, Ali was able to remove his head from the effective hitting plane of Foreman’s punches.  Foreman’s corner men could not persuade their fighter to attack Ali from the sides.  In military terms, to attack laterally at the flanks.  The enraged bull never strayed from his direct approach, and tired visibly near the end before the matador finished the kill with grace and agility.

George Foreman was miserable in Zaire prior to the fight.  Two weeks after his arrival and five days before the fight he was cut over the eye during a sparring session.  The match was delayed for a month.  Both fighters remained in Africa.  He did not like the native food.  George hated the absence of cheeseburgers.  Humbling, and more hurtful, was how the charismatic Muhammad Ali had naturally won the hearts and minds of the Zairians.  Sentiment in Ali’s favor colored how they perceived the champion.  The Africans loved Ali’s confidence, clowning and fun-loving ways.  The taciturn Foreman was a serious man.  Most Zairians wanted the gregarious underdog to recapture the title.  It was clearly Muhammad Ali’s country at heart.  The African people’s love for Ali was a weapon that wounded the champion even before the opening bell had rung.

The loss that night was particularly devastating to George Foreman.  After the knockout he slipped into a deep depression.  Some say for almost two years.  He felt empty and at times experienced suicidal thoughts.  He hadn’t just lost the boxing title but what had actually defined him as a man.  The heavyweight champion belt had meant more in loss than at anytime when he had held it.  Foreman resisted treatment because “only crazy people went to
psychiatrists.”  By 1977, he had quit boxing, had undergone a religious conversion and was preaching on street corners in his native Houston, Texas.

Ten years later George Foreman returned to the ring.  As a big, middle-aged man his return brought snickers and laughs.  He was fighting now to raise money for his Texas youth center.  At the age of forty-five, he surprisingly recaptured the heavy weight crown.  More striking was the personal transformation that was so apparent to all.  He was now a gregarious and optimistic man.  A man who had experienced the bitter taste of rejection, loss and isolation only to now openly embrace the recognition and love of the public.  In America today, George Foreman is one of the most affable personalities.  A man who brings joy to others whether he is boxing, talking, eating, or selling hamburger grilling appliances.

A personal metamorphosis that started with one boxer’s naked, right cross.  Punches thrown with determination in one man’s strong intention to win.  Ironically, no one man benefited more in life than the boxer whom had felt their sting.  For Ali and Foreman, those right-cross punches thrown on that long past African night were delivered with God’s speed.  In retrospect they were punches that ushered in personal victories for both fighters.  One man benefited in the ring and the other man in life’s journey.

Note: Depression is an insidious illness.  Many people delay seeking help because of the perceived social stigma attached to mental illness.  Times and attitudes are changing.  Professional counseling and modern medicines offer help and relief to many in anguish

Robert A. Saritelli, R. Ph. is a health professional .  He is actively involved in educating the public about important health issues.  He is a strong advocate of preventative measures that are conducive to good mental health.
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