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  Canada Lee was born Leonard “Lee” Lionel Cornelius Canagata on May 3, 1907, in the San Juan Hill 
district of New York City.  He attended Public School 5 in Harlem and studied music as a child. At the 
age of 14, Lee ran away from home, traveling to Upstate New York to the Saratoga Racetrack. There 
he worked as a jockey first, later becoming a horse exerciser for wealthy racehorse owners.  
 

In 1932 Lee returned to Harlem and began fighting in amateur boxings matches, winning 90 out of 100 
fights over a three-year period. He won the Metropolitan Inter-City and Junior National 
Championships and the national amateur lightweight title. During one amateur fight, the 
announcer misread the name card for “Canagata, Lee“ as “Canada Lee”. Lee turned 

professional boxer by age 19 and officially changed his name to Canada Lee.  
 

Canada continued professional fighting and by 1930, was the leading contender for the welterweight  
championship, winning 175 out of 200 fights.  Unfortunately, in 1933, a damaging blow to his right eye, caused 
a detached retina, ending his professional boxing career. After a brief return to music, Canada auditioned for a 

role in the theatrical production of Brother Mose; a production funded by the Work 
Progress Administration (WPA).  Canda was offered the role, but his interest was in 
motion pictures, where the pay was better than the theater.   
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