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            “The life of Lew Jenkins is the stuff of boxing legend. From his Depression-era upbringing
               and carnival barnstorming to winning a world title and squandering it all before becoming
               a war hero, Jenkins is an epic pulp novel come to life. In the capable hands of Gene
               Pantalone, the story brims with all the hardscrabble detail you want in a great boxing
               book. This is a must-read for fans of the squared circle’s history.”—Chad Dundas,
               sportswriter and award-winning author of Champion of the World

            

            
            “I served in combat with Lew Jenkins during the Korean War when he received his Silver
               Star. Jenkins was a brave soldier who cared for his men. It was an honor to have served
               with him.”—Sergeant Ronald E. Rosser, Medal of Honor recipient, Korea, 1951–52
            

            

            
            “Too often the history of boxing boils down to tales about heavyweights, as if the
               exploits of Sullivan, Johnson, Dempsey, Louis, Marciano, Ali, and Tyson are all that
               matter. Well, Lew Jenkins—lightweight champion, war hero, and a danger to himself
               as much as any opponent—mattered. His is the story of survival in the ring, in two
               wars, and in life. Gene Pantalone’s biography of Jenkins richly recounts a fascinating
               life.”—Randy Roberts, professor of history, Purdue University, and coauthor of A Season in the Sun: The Rise of Mickey Mantle

            

            
            “Until the publication of Gene Pantalone’s biography, the annals of boxing have been
               missing a chapter—on Hall-of-Famer Lew Jenkins. Jenkins was a bony Texan who, as a
               world lightweight champion, mastered the stylized warfare of the ring as well as the
               real thing—WWII and the Korean War. A must-read for all students of the history of
               the sweet science, Pantalone’s richly documented biography presents an arresting portrait
               of a boxer and soldier who was as wild as a pirate and as courageous as Achilles.”—Gordon
               Marino, veteran boxing trainer and award-winning boxing writer for the Wall Street Journal and HBO Inside Boxing
            

            

            
            “Lew Jenkins had a howitzer of a right hand and sometimes fought drunk. What more
               could you ask for?”—Nigel Collins, ESPN Boxing analyst and columnist, International
               Boxing Hall of Fame inductee, and former editor-in-chief of The Ring magazine
            

            

            
            “A full-length biography of boxer Lew Jenkins has been long overdue, and here Gene
               Pantalone does a good job of connecting Jenkins’ hardscrabble upbringing in rural
               Texas to the bright lights of Broadway to the grim realities of the battlefield. It’s
               an exceptional story of a fighter’s struggle, success, disgrace, and a sincere and
               hard-earned redemption.”—Clay Coppedge, author of Texas Singularities and Forgotten Tales of Texas

            

            
            “Gene Pantalone has done a remarkable job bringing lightweight champ and Hall of Famer
               Lew Jenkins to life in this most entertaining and informative biography. ‘The Sweetwater
               Swatter’ was one helluva hard puncher . . . so’s his biographer.”—Clarence George,
               boxing writer and historian
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            “The two toughest opponents I had were Jack Daniels and Harley Davidson.”—Lew Jenkins
                  (Abdo, 1981)

            
         

         
         
         
            
                                        Lew Jenkins, 1941. Smithsonian American Art Museum.








            

            
         

         
         
      

   
      Foreword

      
         
         John DiSanto

         
      

      
      I’m a lifelong boxing fan who is especially intrigued by the sport’s history and the
         many fascinating personalities that make up its colorful roll call, so a new book
         like this represents, to me, another exciting contribution to fight-game literature
         and the ongoing record kept by boxing writers like Gene Pantalone. Here, the author
         has delved into one of the sport’s true characters, and he sets the record straight
         on the unlikely and controversial story of boxer Lew Jenkins.
      

      
      Not many members of the “sweet science” fraternity can compare to Jenkins, with his
         crazy life and legendary career. The former world lightweight champion was wild and
         unruly inside the ring and even more so outside it. As a boxer, he was a brutal puncher
         who faced many of the very best fighters of his era—arguably the finest period of
         the sport. At his peak, he toppled Lou Ambers for world title honors, but before long
         his undisciplined lifestyle cost him his crown and set the stage for much of the remainder
         of his life. Still, his brief prime as the best 135-pounder in the world is a classic
         tale of a natural-born fighter punching his way to the top. Although infamous for
         much of his life beyond the ropes, Jenkins also served with valor in two wars. The
         shifting balance of his story is compelling to say the least, and it’s all here.
      

      
      As the founder of PhillyBoxingHistory.com, I am primarily interested in the ring heritage
         of Philadelphia, one of boxing’s greatest fighting cities. Although Jenkins, a Texan
         who made his name mostly in New York, was not a cornerstone of Philly history, the
         Sweetwater Swatter still touched Philadelphia’s narrative in important ways.
      

      
      Jenkins faced many Philly fighters, fought several times in the City of Brotherly
         Love, and even relocated to Philadelphia late in his career. His story includes brushes
         with notorious racketeer Blinky Palermo, and his savage two-bout series with the “Philadelphia
         Bobcat,” Bob Montgomery, stands out as a treasured rivalry of the sport’s past—so
         unlike anything we now see, even among today’s most competitive boxers. Further, Jenkins’s
         Hall of Fame career intersects with those of so many all-time great fighters and memorable
         events that a book about his troubled life serves as a primer on the sport’s golden
         era. Such a publication will certainly be a welcome addition to my library.
      

      
      Gene Pantalone has, for the second time, tackled an interesting and specific slice
         of boxing history in his writing. His first book, Madame Bey’s: Home to Boxing Legends, tells the nearly forgotten story of perhaps the greatest of all training camps,
         which became the prefight tradition of and second home to champions and contenders
         alike—Joe Louis, Jack Dempsey, Max Schmeling, Tony Galento, and a host of other giants.
         Pantalone’s From Boxing Ring to Battlefield: The Life of War Hero Lew Jenkins tells another tale of boxing’s better days, when the sport commanded the attention
         of the masses, and its participants captured the imagination of every sports fan.
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      Introduction

      
      
      There are a great many types of bravery, but a special category is reserved for that
         kind exhibited on the battlefield. Lew Jenkins, the lightweight boxing champion of
         the world, demonstrated the meaning of courage in war. Of all the sports figures who
         fought in battle, he was one of the bravest.
      

      
      From impoverished beginnings in Texas, Lew Jenkins rose to success in a sport that
         brought him fame and fortune. Having had next to nothing early in life, he voraciously
         consumed all he was offered no matter the cost, monetarily or physically. He bought
         what he could but still dressed mostly in the same worn-out clothes. With fame came
         public scrutiny. When the media quoted him, people sometimes mistook him as boasting,
         but Lew Jenkins never boasted; he just spoke what he thought was the truth. As described
         in the press, his exploits, eccentricities, impulsiveness, unpredictability, enigmaticness,
         and confrontations outdid those of others. All took interest in his actions inside
         and outside the boxing ring. His brave fighting in two wars, however, went for the
         most part unnoticed.
      

      
      Lew Jenkins fought his whole life. As a child, he fought extreme poverty during the
         Great Depression in the depths of the Texas Dust Bowl. As a teenager, he fought in
         alleys and carnivals for meager wages. In his twenties, he fought as a professional
         boxer, obtaining the pinnacle of his vocation—a world championship. In World War II,
         he fought in major battles, including the D-day Normandy invasion, winning British
         recognition for his valor with a citation. During the Korean War, he fought in two
         of the fiercest battles—Bloody Ridge and Heartbreak Ridge—earning one of the U.S.
         Army’s highest decorations for bravery. In his later years, his abused body fought
         the ravages of aging.
      

      
      For a few wild, improbable months in 1940 and 1941, Lew Jenkins became boxing’s “golden
         boy.” He rocketed from unknown, preliminary fighter to lightweight champion of the
         world within ten months, obtaining riches and fame. But he retained none of it.
      

      
      Of Irish-Welsh descent, Lew was a small, lanky man with bushy, reddish-brown, wild
         hair; pale, blue-green, sunken eyes; and a sad, long, leathery face excessively scarred
         from fights. Two-thirds of the scars he obtained not in the ring but in barroom brawls.
         He had large hands and even larger knuckles. When Lew boxed professionally, he would
         pull the padding back on his hands so the knuckles rested against the leather of his
         gloves to inflict maximum damage on his opponents. Despite being only five feet, seven
         inches tall and weighing around 135 pounds his whole life, he had tremendous strength.
         Lew Jenkins, a hard-swinging cowboy from the plains of Sweetwater, Texas, had girthy,
         muscular forearms and a strong, hard stomach. He did not bother with the science of
         boxing; he just stood there, letting the other man hit him until he got overconfident.
         Then Lew would knock him out.
      

      
      His strange, warped build created such a stir that a doctor did a special article
         on his physique for a local paper. He appeared skinny and malnourished and spoke with
         a thick Texas drawl. Journalists described him as a mop walking around on the stick
         end. Lew said his opponents seemed to move in slow motion, allowing him to find an
         opening with his inhumanly quick reflexes—reflexes his grown son would say he passed
         on to his children. Even with his unathletic build, he could generate tremendous speed
         with his right-hand punch, for a snakelike strike that produced a great deal of power
         upon impact to devastating effect. Those who saw him knock out his opponents were
         bewildered. He could also absorb an enormous amount of punishment and keep fighting.
         In many instances, he was knocked senseless and in his dressing room had to ask who
         had won the match.
      

      
      “Where he gets his punching power is baffling,” wrote Joe Williams of the New York Telegram.[1] And Dillion Graham of Associated Press Sports called him “the cruelest, most murderous
         little puncher boxing has seen in years.”[2] 
      

      
      Referee Arthur Donovan worked more heavyweight championship fights than anyone in
         the history of the sport, many of them his twenty-two Joe Louis fights. He compared
         Lew Jenkins to the fighters he knew. “I was a very lucky man,” Donovan said. “I knew
         people like Louis and Barney Ross and Lew Jenkins. That Jenkins, what a puncher he
         was. He was skinny, and he looked half-starved all the time, but he’d hit you a hook,
         and you’d just cave in, crumble to your knees. I think he was the hardest of all the
         punchers.”[3] 
      

      
      Lew Jenkins could hit a man or a bottle with equally destructive effect. He was unpredictable
         and an alcoholic, smoked a pack and a half of Camel cigarettes daily, and was known
         for fights in and out of the ring. Journalists called him the Living Death, the Sweetwater
         Swatter, the Texas Tarantula, the Texas Thumper, the Medical Freak, and, when his
         wildness became too much, Looney Lew. He wasted his chances in the ring and fought
         many times under the influence, hanging out in bars a few hours before a fight. He
         did some of his training and fighting inebriated and liked driving high-speed motorcycles.
         Lew Jenkins behaved self-destructively even when training for a big fight.
      

      
      It was an era when boxing, baseball, and horse racing were the top sports. During
         Lew Jenkins’s fighting career, a match between well-known boxers could draw 40 million
         radio listeners out of an American population of 130 million. The boxing public embraced
         his remarkable punching ability despite his lack of boxing skills. Fans of the time
         clamored for power. Lew Jenkins needed only his quick reflexes to deliver the one
         devastating blow that would overcome the skills and prefight efforts of his opponents.
         But Lew’s out-of-the-ring antics turned fans and journalists against him. He achieved
         so much with so little effort that no one will ever know how great he could have been
         had he trained—or at least not abused himself. He shared the ring with many of the
         greats, but he found purpose in sharing the field of battle with comrades in arms.
      

      
      He squandered his riches on women, liquor, fast motorcycles, and late nights, but
         he took no comfort in fame or money. His poverty-stricken roots drew him back. Finding
         no meaning in life at the peak of his success, he discovered values to which he could
         cling amid death during war.
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      Chapter 1

      A Fighting Man

      
         
         
      

      
      In July 1951, the port city of Pusan on the Korean Peninsula was the staging area
         for many American soldiers awaiting deployment in the Korean War. There was much activity
         around the docks. Pusan was crowded and busy with incoming supplies, but soldiers
         had no time to observe the area as they readied for deployment north. The sight of
         hospital ships in the harbor and the U.S. Army’s Third Station Hospital greeted arrivals
         as hundreds of wounded were carried in front of them—wounded they would soon replace.
         You could tell that it was a war zone because troops, trains, trucks, tanks, and jeeps
         were moving north to the front lines. The trains were good for cattle but not people.
         Some soldiers said that if they were not in a war zone, then they had died and gone
         to hell.
      

      
      The buildings left standing were old. The people remaining had little in the way of
         conveniences. The culture was unlike anything the soldiers had experienced. Native
         people strolled around as though lost. They would stop and urinate, unbothered that
         the soldiers were watching. The women nursed their babies in the open. It seemed a
         strange country with strange customs, but the soldiers were the strangers. These native
         people were in a war that had taken its toll on everything, so South Korea was not
         supposed to be a big, pretty patch for those who had made the trip to help defend
         her.
      

      
      A manure-like stench permeated the air. It attracted an army of flies and mosquitoes
         that bit through anything, only becoming more vicious when repellants were applied.
         “The port of Pusan was dirtier, more crowded, and smellier than anything I had seen
         in Japan,”[1] a soldier said. The soldiers observed what were called honey wagons—carts that hauled
         human waste to fertilize the rice paddies, which grew the food staple of the area.
         Little street vendor stands were everywhere. The city never slept. Shadowy figures
         of Korean men, women, and children moved about the streets or lounged in doorways.
         The poverty and squalor, like the odor, were unhidden. The darkness could be remarkably
         kind to the dirty, crowded city of Pusan.
      

      
      The soldiers were asked their names and serial numbers, then directed to an area where
         groups were formed. After being grouped, they were told their assignment by division
         and regiment. They were given K rations containing crackers, jelly, candy, ready-to-eat
         meals, and Lucky Strike cigarettes in green packages—a color the company had phased
         out back in 1941. They were issued fatigues, basic combat equipment, and a bandolier
         of M-1 ammo and told to lock and load in case they ran into some North Koreans. Right
         then they knew that this was a place no one wanted to be.
      

      
      Next they headed to the orientation area, a straw-covered shelter with wooden benches.
         A sergeant usually gave the orientation. They then went to a tent city with rows and
         rows of tents. Others just slept on wooden cots under the sky. The best thing in Pusan
         was the Red Cross Club, with its coffee and fresh doughnuts. The book they had to
         sign on entry to the club was a reminder of the trifling things they had taken for
         granted back home.
      

      
      For the Korean War, the draft inducted over 1.5 million men. Another 1.3 million volunteered,
         usually choosing the navy or air force. Many soldiers were young and unprepared, with
         little or no combat experience. They could not be blamed if their eyes and demeanors
         betrayed their trepidation. They had landed in a country that meant little to them,
         leaving behind worried parents, wives, children, and other family members. They only
         knew the Chinese were trying to beat them and convert Korea to communism. They had
         no thought of a future nuclear-armed rogue nation, but they knew they were trying
         to stop something.
      

      
      One man stood out from the rest: he exhibited no detectable hesitation or fear. He
         had volunteered for this war and chosen to serve in the army. He could not wait to
         get to the front line. He was glad to be in Korea with his fellow infantrymen, in
         his view the best men in the world. For more than six years he had waited for this
         opportunity. Sergeant Lew Jenkins knew his purpose. He was a war-hardened veteran
         of World War II and older than most soldiers. Like others, he had left his family—a
         wife and two-year-old son—behind in the United States.
      

      
      As a coxswain for the U.S. Coast Guard during World War II, Jenkins had landed troops
         on the shores for many notable battles, including those on D-day. He had been bombed,
         shelled, and strafed by the enemy while deploying soldiers—men he watched die. Anyone
         else would have thought his actions heroic, but he felt cowardly landing the men and
         not fighting beside them. The guilt had consumed him since the end of that conflict.
         Sergeant Lew Jenkins was now in the army, and the Korean War offered this fighting
         man a chance for redemption. Without this opportunity, he would have been unable to
         live with himself.
      

      
      There were hills on the port side of the dock above Pusan. Some soldiers wondered
         if the hills were higher up north, where the front line existed along the Thirty-Eighth
         Parallel that divided North and South Korea. Later, the men discovered that indeed
         they were. Those hills would be immortalized in fierce, bloody battles called Bloody
         Ridge and Heartbreak Ridge. On these two ridges, Lew Jenkins would exhibit bravery
         that would earn him fame beyond that he had won as the world lightweight boxing champion.
         This new fame reflected the appreciation of his fellow soldiers and remained unknown
         to the rest of America.
      

      
      Lew Jenkins’s first assignment was to command the Fourth Platoon of George Company
         on Bloody Ridge. George and Fox companies encountered waves of attacks for a patch
         of land that the North Koreans were desperate to take. Then an entire
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