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Ray Rinaldi’s face says a lot. His 
“fatch,” as the boxing trainer 
calls his distinctive mug in 

Italian, will join the Greater Syracuse 
Sports Hall of Fame Monday, Oct. 22, 
in honor of his lifetime of achieve-
ments in and outside the ring. 

People who know Rinaldi’s fatch 
don’t forget it, not so much for its 
bulbous and slightly askew schnozz, 
but for the man and the soul behind 
that beak and eyes. Rinaldi’s face de-
fines determination. 

“You just can’t beat him,” observes 
Ray’s younger brother Ben.

At 71 but looking 20 years younger, 
Ray Rinaldi radiates positive energy. 
Perhaps it comes from the continual 
karma kickback he gets from helping 
individuals and his community. Per-
haps it’s an innate quality, specific to 
successful personal trainers, coaches 
and motivational speakers, that inspires 
the confidence and trust of others. The 
man can look you seriously in the eye 
one minute and laugh heartily the next, 
like an understanding big brother filled 
with chutzpah, guts and love. 

He is who he is: just Ray, as every-
body calls him. He relates to every-
one, regardless of age, color, gender, 
political affiliation or number of run-
ins with the law. 

“The first thing we say is, ‘This is 
family here,’” Ray states definitively.

Rinaldi serves as patriarch to a 
large and diverse family. He’s been 
married to Florence for 49 years and 
works with his daughter Christine at 
the North Area Athletic and Educa-
tion Center, 507 Pond St., where he’s 
developed another, more extended, 

family. As director of the NAAEC 
and as franchise holder of the New 
York State Golden Gloves (excluding 
metropolitan New York City) amateur 
boxing competition, Rinaldi is the dean 
of Central New York boxing, the local 
guru of the sweet science. Hundreds of 
boxers have learned about discipline 
and even more about life from Rinaldi 
since he returned home from Germany 
with an honorable discharge from the 
Army in 1956 and started training 
fighters in his Liverpool basement. 

The skills he learned developing 
boxers for Gen. Rinaldo Van Brunt’s 

4th Infantry Division fight team were 
further refined when Rinaldi worked 
with trainer Hugo Bonacci at the Cen-
tral New York Amateur Boxing Club on 
Water Street in the 1960s. After using 
a few other downtown gyms, Rinaldi 
eventually opened the North Area Ath-
letic Center in North Syracuse in 1975, 
turning a community eyesore into a 
place of pride. The club, incorporated as 
a 501c (3) not-for-profit in 1994, moved 
to its current location in 1992, bringing 
a dilapidated building up to code with 
the help of the community.

The soon-to-be Syracuse Sports 

Hall of Famer’s career can’t be 
measured in the same statistical way 
as, say, Jim Brown’s football stats. 
Rinaldi fought only as an amateur, 
and gave up the sport—minus one 
obligatory comeback—after suffering 
a “cut on my brain,” as he puts it, in a 
car crash in 1950. He counts his suc-
cesses in the fighters he’s molded.

Plenty of them have gone on to “this 
and that,” but he’s happiest about lives 
he has improved and the ones he can still 
help. Boxing is just part of the equation. 
It’s a catalyst for steering young people 
away from crime and drugs and toward 

a path of education, healthy self-esteem 
and personal discipline. 

Greater Syracuse Sports Hall of 
Fame president Bill Motto calls it an 
honor to have Ray as an inductee this 
year, noting he was one of 300 can-
didates nominated for induction. He 
says the Hall goes beyond just honor-
ing athletes for their accomplishments. 
It also recognizes the coaches who 
both teach and inspire athletes to be 
their best. “It’s more of what he’s done 
in helping out the youth in the Golden 
Gloves,” Motto says. “Eight of his 
boxers have gone on to the Olympic 
trials. It’s a combination of who he is 
as a coach, an administrator and what 
he’s done on the North Side.”

Ray’s Rules 
“All the macho kids want to box,” 

Rinaldi observes. “All the tough kids, 
the ones who act up in school, they’re 
the ones I can help. It all starts with 
getting them in here.”

The NAAEC was once an indus-
trial laundry that Rinaldi transformed 
into two gyms, one on the top floor 
for boxing and the other in the base-
ment for martial arts. The ground 
floor consists of offices, the kitchen 
and a hall decorated with drawings of 
boxing champions. The upstairs gym 
doubles as a classroom.

Every weekday morning, retired 
Syracuse City School District teacher 
Juanita Taylor oversees the alternative 
suspension program, where kids who 
can’t handle being in school or are 
under home suspension can continue 
their studies. “There are some I still 
might be able to reach,” Taylor says of 
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School of hard knockouts: Ray Rinaldi (left) holds the punching bag for Omar Anderson at the North Area Athletic and Education Center.

Ray Rinaldi’s formula unites boxing, community 
outreach and education in a potent mix
Story by Allen Czelusniak • Photos by Michael Davis



the “little darlings” who spend a few 
mornings with her at the center.  

Counseling services are also avail-
able for troubled teens and those strug-
gling with drugs and alcohol. Teens 
work on high-school equivalency 
diplomas. Parolees meet with their pro-
bation officers, and those sentenced to 
community service can work off their 
hours helping out at the center or pick-
ing up trash in the neighborhood. 

The best deal in town is the 
center’s $2 Friday Morning Breakfast 
Club, a less-haughty, North Side ver-
sion (or “Nort Side” as Joe Daloia, its 
self-appointed mayor and Rinaldi’s 
right-hand man, calls it) of the Thurs-
day Morning Roundtable for com-
munity leaders. The Friday breakfast 
club has no speaker, but it provides 
an informal gathering place for politi-
cians, boxers, educators and neigh-
borhood old-timers who mingle over 
plates of eggs, home fries, sausage 
and peppers, toast, orange juice, cof-
fee and, if you’re lucky, fresh melon.

Rinaldi and Daloia create an active 
and positive environment. “Most of 
the kids that come in here, it’s always 
the other guy’s fault,” Daloia says 
with a laugh. He and the volunteers in 
the kitchen revel in busting each oth-
er’s chops, the kind of good-natured 
banter common among close friends 
and family. To these guys, everyone 
who sits at their table is family. 

The sign opposite the kitchen’s 
service window depicts two boxing 
gloves facing each other, with the 
words “Ray’s Place” between them. 
The rules are simple: No swearing, 
treat everyone with respect, and keep 
your pants up. “They’re on, off or 
out,” Ray declares. 

Anyone who can manage those 
three things will do just fine. “It’s 
just like the kids having a home away 
from home,” says brother Ben Rin-
aldi. “He doesn’t turn anybody away.” 

“When you see kids, boxers, come 
in here, you don’t see any attitude,” 
notes Syracuse Commissioner of 
Education Ed McLaughlin, a Friday-
breakfast regular. “All you hear is 
please and thank you. They must be 
doing something right.” 

It appears that way to Pat DiMauro, 
vice president of operations at Hardy 
Construction Services, who toured the 
facility two years ago and now serves 
as NAAEC’s president. “I get a chill 
just talking about it, because you see 
something positive,” DiMauro says. 
He talks about how nice it is to see 
kids taking off their hats or do-rags in-
doors, pulling up their pants and look-
ing attentive in conversation. 

“We have problems in this country,” 
DiMauro adds. “We’ve got to take care 
of the kids. If you want to see some-
thing that will give you a chill, watch 
what happens when Rinaldi hugs one 
of these kids. These kids don’t {nor-
mally} get hugged, and you can see 
that it means something to them.” 

The impact of those embraces 
and Ray’s way resonate in the words 
of Chris Burns and Jason Garvey, 
who shared the honor of winning the 
center’s first two Jack Salattie Me-
morial Awards, a tribute to Rinaldi’s 
late friend, one of the center’s main 
contributors who died last February. 
The Oct. 12 awards ceremony packed 
the center’s hall, attended by Ray’s 
family, including his sisters Ann and 
Margaret, brother Ben, a slew of fight-
ers young and old, and a who’s who of 
local politicians. The highlight of the 
evening came when Burns and Garvey 
spoke about Rinaldi and the center.

“I feel very grateful for having 
a place like this help me grow into 
adulthood,” the 17-year-old Burns 
says. “Ray helped me learn that there 
isn’t such a thing a bad kid. They 
just grow up in a bad environment.” 
Burns goes on to discuss what he’s 
learned about being a contributor: 
“We, as this community, need to stop 

and give back to the 
community. It means 
putting structure into 
someone’s life and be-
ing there for them.” 

Garvey, 18, a junior 
middleweight whom 
trainer Sam Lanzafame 
calls “pound for pound 
the best boxer at the 
gym,” admits that Ray 
has already changed his 
life. Garvey hopes to 
go to the Olympics and 
earn a degree in auto-
motive engineering. 

Garvey didn’t used 
to aim so high, how-
ever. “Before I came to 
the club, I used to be a 
troubled teen,” he says, 
citing the “drug thing,” 
getting into fights and 
not achieving at school 
among his problems. 
“Ever since I’ve been 
here, I’ve been doing 
so, so good. I went from being a trou-
bled teen to a positive teen. I want to 
make something of myself. I want 
to go to the Olympics, and I want to 
thank Ray.” 

Ray’s Way
Rinaldi refers to his method as a pro-

cess of “adjusting attitudes.” It’s not even 
especially about boxing and certainly not 
about beating people up. It’s about disci-
pline and becoming a better person. 

When Rinaldi tells boxers they 
have to put in the work, he means 
it. Motivational posters and pictures 
with slogans such as, “Your opponent 
is training harder than you” and “The 
more you train, the less you bleed,” 
line the gym’s walls. 

They are, in fact, necessary given 
the workout Rinaldi expects. Even the 
large photo of Rat Packers Frank Sina-
tra, Dean Martin and Sammy Davis Jr. 
in the front hallway has three rectan-
gular pieces of white tape on it bearing 
the edict “no smoking” and covering 
three cigarettes in the photo. 

By Rinaldi’s estimation, the warm-
up of moving laterally around the 
ring for six three-minute “rounds” 
with one-minute breaks equals run-
ning two miles sideways. Oh, and 
keep your hands up to guard your 
head at all times. From there, fighters 
spend four rounds in front of the mir-
ror working on punching technique, 
four rounds pounding the heavy bag, 
four rounds punching the smaller, 
double-ended bag, 20 minutes skip-
ping rope and doing 30 push-ups, 30 
sit-ups and a few more times around 
the ring before hitting the showers 
and saying both goodnight and good-
bye. It’s a grueling routine that the 
regulars go through methodically. 

And those regulars aren’t neces-
sarily young, tough guys. Whether a 
middle-age woman, a 57-year-old col-
lege professor or 9-year-old, 77-pound 
Travys Hilgers, people seek out the 
gym for different reasons. Eighteen-
year-old Julie Austin from Oswego 
discovered it after inquiring about a 
place to train while visiting the Boxing 
Hall of Fame in Canastota. Subse-
quently, she’s developed a pretty good 
left hook and beams with confidence. 

Several young women train at Rin-
aldi’s gym. They have their own lock-
er room and need not worry about 
the environment. Rinaldi demands 
everyone be treated with respect, so 
woe to the guy who gets fresh with 
any woman. 

The gym is his court. The king 
hangs out, chats with whomever 
stops by, deals with phone calls and 
works with fighters at various sta-
tions. Leaving the experienced boxers 
alone, with those inexperienced to 
the routine he takes opportunities to 
refine technique and boost confidence 
in colorful exchanges.

When teaching the one-two-three 
of left jab, right cross and left hook, 
Rinaldi encourages intensity and 
preaches good defense. Showing that 
71 years don’t necessarily slow down 

continued on next page

Jack LaLanne, move over: Ray Rinaldi practices his push-up 
technique with Mike Longo. Lord of discipline: Ray Rinaldi 
(right) gives pointers to Omar Anderson.

Arms and the man: Ray Rinaldi has no problem hugging gym regulars such as Bobby Gambitta. On the ropes: As Ray Rinaldi (left) fields a phone call at the North Area Athletic and Education 
Center, junior middleweight Jason Garvey performs jump-rope exercises.
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