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In the annals of bullfighting, a captivating story unfolds, defying racial
barriers and etching a name into the sport's history. Enter Sugar Odie
Hawkins, the first African American to become a professional bullfighter in
the United States, a trailblazer who earned the moniker "The Black
Matador."

Early Life and to Bullfighting

Sugar Odie Hawkins was born on June 19, 1931, in Waco, Texas. Growing
up, he developed a deep fascination with bullfighting and dreamed of
pursuing it as a career. Despite the racial prejudice prevalent at the time,
Hawkins remained undeterred.

In 1949, Hawkins enlisted in the United States Army and was stationed in
Germany. While there, he witnessed traditional bullfights and became even
more captivated by the art form. Upon his return to the United States, he
began sneaking into local bullfights, studying the techniques and honing his
skills.

Breaking Barriers and the Birth of "The Black Matador"

In 1954, Hawkins met Miguel Hernandez, a Mexican bullfighter who
recognized his talent and agreed to train him. With Hernandez's guidance,
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Hawkins developed his signature style, combining traditional Mexican
técnicas with his own athleticism and agility.

Hawkins' first professional bullfight took place in 1956 at the Alamo Stadium
in San Antonio, Texas. Despite facing skepticism and outright racism from
some spectators, Hawkins' performance was nothing short of spectacular.
He skillfully maneuvered around the massive bull, executing daring passes
and earning the respect of the crowd.

A Rising Star and International Acclaim

Hawkins' success in San Antonio opened doors to further opportunities. He
fought in bullrings across the United States, captivating audiences with his
artistry and courage. As he gained recognition, he became known as "The
Black Matador," a symbol of both his racial identity and his exceptional
abilities.

Hawkins' fame eventually extended beyond the United States. In 1963, he
traveled to Spain, the birthplace of bullfighting, and fought in some of the
most prestigious bullrings in the country. His performances were met with
widespread acclaim, further cementing his status as a world-class
bullfighter.

Challenges and Controversies

Hawkins' journey was not without its challenges. He faced racial prejudice
throughout his career, from closed-off venues to death threats. However, he
refused to be deterred, using his platform to speak out against racism and
advocate for equality.



In 1967, Hawkins was involved in a controversial incident in Mexico City.
During a bullfight, he was gored in the thigh by a bull. The injury was
severe, nearly ending his career. However, Hawkins' determination
prevailed, and he returned to the ring after a lengthy recovery.

Later Career and Retirement

Despite the setback, Hawkins continued to fight until 1976 when he retired
from bullfighting. He finished his career with an impressive record of over
1,000 fights, a testament to his skill, endurance, and unwavering spirit.

After retiring from bullfighting, Hawkins returned to his hometown of Waco,
Texas. He remained active in the community, mentoring young people and
inspiring them to follow their dreams, regardless of the obstacles they
faced.

Legacy and Impact

Sugar Odie Hawkins' legacy as "The Black Matador" extends far beyond
the bullfighting ring. He shattered racial barriers, challenging stereotypes
and paving the way for other African Americans to pursue their dreams in a
traditionally exclusive sport.

Hawkins' courage, determination, and artistry continue to inspire
generations of bullfighting enthusiasts and individuals from all walks of life.
He is remembered as a true pioneer, a trailblazer who left an indelible mark
on the history of bullfighting and the struggle for racial equality.

Recognition and Honors

Inducted into the Texas Black Sports Hall of Fame in 1991



Recipient of the Waco Sports Hall of Fame's Lifetime Achievement
Award in 2010

Subject of the documentary film "The Black Matador" (1988)

Honored with a street named after him in his hometown of Waco,
Texas

Sugar Odie Hawkins, "The Black Matador," was a true icon, a symbol of
resilience, determination, and the power of the human spirit to triumph over
adversity. His legacy as a pioneer in bullfighting and a champion for social
justice will continue to inspire and captivate generations to come.
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