
“This Ain’t Church”
Maybe not. But a new photo book  

argues that boxing gyms can be the  
next best thing.
by Kate Kilpatrick

The new book Shadow Boxers documents the classic 
American institution known as the community boxing 
gym. The photos captured by Jim Lommasson (as well 
as the accompanying essays, including a foreword by Joe Frazier) focus less on the violent bloodsport 
within the ring than the tender relationships built around it. Within sweaty, musty, leaky-roofed gyms, 
ordinary people make extraordinary transformations: Anger turns into discipline, street þghters become 
boxers, and on occasion, underdogs become champs.
The book is the result of a 10-year project during which photographer Lommasson visited dozens of in-
ner-city gyms in cities including Los Angeles; Detroit; Newark, N.J.; and Philadelphia. The sameness of 
the gyms is striking-postered walls, duct-taped punching bags, and sweat- and spit-blurred mirrors.
Then there are the mottos: òYour opponent is training harder than you,ó òThe more you sweat, the less 
you bleedó and òYou win your þght in the gym.ó Those who inhabit the gyms range in age from 8 to 80, 
but all are respectful, disciplined and intense.

Six years into the project, during a tour of Phillyõs old 
boxing gyms, Lommasson had an epiphany. Inside 
Champs Boxing Gym in North Philly he saw trainer 
Bouie Fisher giving a 9-year-old kid as much attention 
as the half-dozen serious contenders in the room.
Though boxing has its share of sharks in search of 
a meal ticket, Lommasson says the Philly experience 
inspired him to focus on the efforts these gyms put 
into saving kids from the streets. òThis ainõt church,ó 
says a PAL cop and boxing club owner included in the 
book, òbut itõll do.ó
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