
Their connection began in the mid-1960s, when 

Mathis Sr. was rising through the amateur and early 

professional ranks. Cus saw in him the same raw 

materials he prized in all his fighters: fear, talent, and 

the potential for greatness if properly directed.

D’Amato, living in Rhinebeck, New York invited Mathis 

upstate.  Mathis Sr. trained under Cus for a period 

during this developmental window. While he never 

became a pure peek-a-boo fighter, nor did he fight 

under Cus, but he absorbed the D’Amato principles: 

anticipation, controlled aggression, and the belief 

that a heavyweight could be elusive without being 

passive. 

T H E  M A T H I S  L I N E :  C U S ,  B U S T E R  S R . ,  A N D  T H E 
N I G H T  T Y S O N  C L O S E D  T H E  L O O P

N E W S L E T T E R  # 1 1

Cus D’Amato’s influence is usually 

traced through the champions he 

built, Floyd Patterson, José Torres, 

and of course Mike Tyson. But there 

is a quieter lineage, one that runs 

through a different kind of 

heavyweight: Buster Mathis Sr., the 

agile giant who carried Cus’ imprint 

long before Tyson ever laced gloves 

in Catskill.

Mathis Sr. was a paradox, a 6’3 

250-plus-pound man who moved 

like a middleweight (“The Dancing 

Bear”), a gentle personality wrapped 

in a massive frame, and a fighter 

whose emotional landscape was as 

complex as his physical gifts. That 

combination drew Cus to him. Cus 

always gravitated toward fighters 

who needed psychological 

architecture as much as technical 

refinement.
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By the time Mike Tyson entered Cus’ world in the early 

1980s, the Mathis connection was already part of the 

gym’s oral history. Tyson knew the name. He knew the 

story. And he knew that Mathis Sr. was one of the big 

men Cus respected.

When Mathis Sr. passed away in 1995, his son, the boy 

named after Cus, was already a rising heavyweight. 

And fate, as it often does in boxing, brought the lineage 

full circle.
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He also followed D’Amato’s diet and 

training regimen perfectly.  Cus was 

influenced at this point by a 

wellness physician named Dr. 

Robert Gross and his wife Joy.  They 

taught Cus about the importance of 

dieting and Cus quickly adopted 

these scientific methods into the 

training of his fighters. Dr. Robert R. 

Gross and Joy Gross were pioneers 

in natural health, plant-based 

nutrition, and obesity management 

who established the renowned 

Pawling Health Manor in Hyde Park, 

New York, in 1959. They were 

known for treating obesity through 

lifestyle changes, fasting, and a 

plant-based diet.

The bond between Cus and Mathis 

Sr. ran deep enough that Mathis Sr. 

later said he loved Cus and when 

his son was born, he named him 

Buster D’Amato Mathis Jr. That 

middle name wasn’t symbolic. It 

was personal!
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On December 16, 1995, Mike Tyson 

stepped into the ring for his second 

comeback fight. His opponent: Buster 

D’Amato Mathis Jr., the son of the man 

Cus once trained.

The symbolism was impossible to ignore:

•  Tyson, the ultimate D’Amato 

creation

•  Mathis Jr., literally carrying Cus’ 

name

•  Both men shaped by the same 

psychological lineage, one directly, one 

through inheritance.

Tyson stopped Mathis Jr. in the third 

round, but the fight was never just about 

the knockout. It was a generational loop 

closing Cus’ past meeting Cus’ future 

under the lights.

The Mathis story is one of the most 

overlooked threads in the D’Amato legacy. 

It shows how Cus’ influence didn’t just 

create champions it created lineages. 

Fathers, sons, and fighters who carried his 

philosophy long after he was gone.
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Below is a statement by Buster Mathis Sr.:

'I regret leaving Cus D'Amato. There were 

people around me who kept saying that 

Cus would run my life, that I should be 

more independent. All Cus ever did was 

look out for me. He was one of the best 

things that ever happened to me in 

boxing.

And the '64 Olympics, that's another big 

regret. I guess l've thought about that two 

million times. I had made the team; I was 

going to Tokyo. But then I broke my hand 

in training, and they replaced me with Joe 

Frazier. So, what happens? Frazier wins 

the gold medal and goes on to become 

world champion. Would it have happened 

to me if I had gone instead? Man, I don't 

know. But I can't help but wonder.


