
Jacobs seemed to excel at everything he touched. By 

the time he was barely a teenager he was starring in 

baseball, football, and basketball. He was dominating 

track meets, playing competitive tennis and 

ping-pong, and even shooting skeet at a 

championship level.

Coaches fought over his time because he was the rare 

athlete who could master any sport almost instantly. 

Yet it was four-wall handball, discovered at age 

thirteen, that truly ignited his competitive fire. 

And even as a teenager, he displayed the curiosity 

and collecting instincts that would later make him 

boxing’s greatest archivist, carefully preserving comic 

books and building networks with fellow collectors 

wherever his competitions took him. 

By his late teens and early twenties, he had become 

one of the greatest players in the sport’s history, 

earning the nickname “The Handball King.” His 

intense competitive spirit and sharp intellect would 

later define his work in boxing. 

Although Jacobs eventually drifted away from 

professional handball, the discipline and strategic 

thinking he developed in the game helped shape his 

later success in managing fighters. 
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Jimmy Jacobs (1929–1988) was one of 

boxing’s most fascinating and 

unconventional figures. A man who 

moved from world champion handball 

player to one of the sport’s most 

influential managers and historians. 

Jacobs grew up in California, after 

being born in St. Louis on December 

23, 1929.



Their home functioned almost like a boxing 

laboratory, where the pair spent endless hours 

studying fight films, discussing tactics, and shaping 

the ultimate fighter. Jacobs also became one of the 

sport’s great archivists, amassing an enormous 

collection of boxing films and memorabilia reportedly 

the largest private fight film collection in the world at 

the time.

Jacobs and Cayton later sold their collection to ESPN 

in 1998 for one hundred million dollars. The archive 

contained over 16,000 fights, spanning the 1890s 

through the modern era. Fighters, trainers, and 

historians would often visit simply to watch classic 

bouts with Jacobs and D’Amato.

During this period Jacobs and D’Amato were closely 

associated with promoter Bill Cayton, who later 

became their partner in managing fighters. This 

triumvirate shared a deep love of boxing history and 

strategy, and their collaboration eventually produced 

one of the most successful management teams in the 

sport. 
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Jacobs entered boxing through a 

friendship and partnership with 

legendary trainer Cus D’Amato. They 

both met at a fight film convention in 

New York. The two men were vastly 

different personalities but shared an 

obsession with the science and history 

of boxing. In the 1950s and 1960s 

Jacobs and D’Amato lived together for 

long periods, splitting their time 

between New York City and the 

Catskills in upstate New York.

Cus started training Jimmy in boxing 

as he wanted him to fight for the 

championship but this never 

flourished into anything. The Catskills 

were then a hub for boxing training 

camps, filled with small gyms, resorts, 

and young fighters hoping to make 

their names.



Jacobs was instrumental behind the scenes, helping 

guide Tyson’s career and negotiate many of the early 

fights that led to Tyson’s rise. When Tyson knocked 

out Trevor Berbick in 1986 to become the youngest 

heavyweight champion in history, Jacobs and Cayton 

were central figures in the business side of the event 

albeit D’Amato’s death the year before. The irony is 

that Cus never got to see his masterpiece win the 

championship.

Beyond Tyson, Jacobs’ life revolved around boxing 

culture itself. His vast film library allowed him and 

D’Amato to analyze historic fights such as those 

involving Jack Dempsey, Joe Louis, jack Johnson, 

Rocky Marciano, and Muhammad Ali. Their study 

sessions were legendary, with young fighters being 

required to watch classic bouts frame by frame. 

Jacobs believed that understanding boxing’s past was 

essential to mastering its future and so did D’Amato.

His apartment and later offices became informal 

museums of the sport, filled with reels of film, 

posters, and memorabilia documenting decades of 

championship fights. I was lucky enough to see his 

apartment at 9 East 40th St. in NYC during my 

interviews for the book “Confusing The Enemy”.
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Although D’Amato had trained many 

fighters over the years, including Floyd 

Patterson and José Torres, the group’s 

greatest triumph came decades later 

with Mike Tyson. Under D’Amato’s 

training and the guerilla style 

marketing / management of Jacobs 

and Cayton, Tyson exploded onto the 

heavyweight scene in the mid-1980s. 



Jimmy Jacobs’ life was cut short by leukemia in 1988, 

only a few years after Mike Tyson became a 

heavyweight champion. He died on March 23, 1988, in 

New York City at the age of fifty-eight. What was 

awkward during my research is that Jimmy purposely 

had a court order to seal both his and Cus’ death 

certificate.   

This tickled a huge curiosity in me as to why one 

would do that and what he was hiding.  His death 

came during the peak of Tyson’s dominance, and 

many within the boxing world believed Jacobs had 

been the last stabilizing influence on the young 

champion’s career. Without him, the management 

structure around Tyson soon began to change 

dramatically and crumble.

Today Jacobs is remembered as far more than a 

boxing manager. He was a scholar of sport, a 

passionate collector, and a unique figure who bridged 

the worlds of athletics, history, and strategy. From his 

early days as the “Handball King” of New York courts 

to his role guiding heavyweight champions alongside 

Cus D’Amato and Bill Cayton, Jacobs left a lasting 

mark on boxing. His dedication to preserving fight 

films and studying the sport’s history helped ensure 

that the legacy of boxing’s greatest moments would 

survive for future generations.
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Jacobs lived primarily in New York and 

Catskills during his years working with 

D’Amato and Cayton. The Catskills 

property bought by Jimmy Jacobs in 

Camille Ewald’s name served as both a 

retreat and a training environment 

where fighters could focus away from 

the distractions of the big city.


