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Praise for
TUNNEY


“Entertaining… Crammed with vivid fistic descriptions.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“This richly researched book follows a smooth trajectory and is strung with compelling vignettes…. Cavanaugh describes Tunney's improbable ascent to the heavyweight heights and his two battles with Dempsey so well that I felt as though I were sitting ringside, unsure of the outcome.”

—Los Angeles Times




“A fine book. … A wonderfully interesting sports story.… It's a great read, and could make a great fight movie.”

—New York Daily News




“[A] splendid biography… Here is a book about which all the principals can feel proud.”

—New York Post




“The type of read that could make boxing fans forget about the shady personalities that dominate the sport today.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Cavanaugh mines countless nuggets…to paint a compelling portrait of Gene Tunney, the widely misunderstood first heavyweight champ from New York.”

—Newsday




“Vividly recounted…. Cavanaugh brings alive an era when boxers fought more in a year than they do now over entire careers.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Gene Tunney… was truly a thinking man's champ, and that's part of what makes this biography so fascinating. This immensely well-researched biography finally gives Tunney his full due. But better still, Cavanaugh vividly describes life and sport in the Dempsey-Tunney era, doing for the 1920s what David Margolick's Beyond Glory did for the 1930s.

—Booklist




“Cavanaugh digs deep into boxing's colorful… past to rescue perhaps the most skilled (and learned) practitioner of the sweet science.”

—Associated Press




“The golden age of boxing is brought back to life in Tunney. [It] shows how the boxer went against the grain of his sport with a lifelong interest in literature and the arts.”

—Connecticut Post




“[The] buildup to the Tunney-Dempsey fights reads like a suspense novel. The prose is crisp and crackles with tension as he describes the fight; one does not have to watch the grainy newsreels to appreciate the drama…. Cavanaugh brings it to life in vivid detail.”

—The Tampa Tribune




“[Tunney] will go far in reminding new generations that Gene Tunney wasn't simply a great fighter, he was one of the greatest any generation will ever see.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“Thoughtfully researched… Cavanaugh's book on Tunney is unique in that he gives us the perspective on Tunney and his life in and out of the ring that many did not have…. Cavanaugh's book certainly gives justice to both Tunney's name and his record in the ring.”

—Las Cruces Sun-News




“Cavanaugh leaves few cobwebs undisturbed…. The research reveals as much about the fight game of the first half of the twentieth century as it does about the social milieu in which it is set.”

—Norwalk Hour
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They never called him “champ.” He was unloved, underrated, shunned by his own people, rejected by history. Still, he was the best advertisement his sport has ever had.

—JIM MURRAY,
former sports columnist for
the Los Angeles Times.
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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]earing a pinstripe gray suit, a white shirt, and a striped tie, the man sitting beside me on the New Haven Railroad train blended in perfectly with the other homeward-bound commuters on an early spring evening in the mid-1960s. Like most passengers in the car, he was immersed in one of New York's three afternoon newspapers of the time, the nightly ritual for daily riders to the Connecticut suburbs from Manhattan. On a rush-hour train like this, there is an unspoken rule not to bother a fellow rider. But suddenly breaking that commuters' rule, to my eternal gratification, my seatmate began to comment on the wretched condition of our car. “Isn't it ridiculous,” he said, gesturing down the aisle. “Look at all the broken seats. You'd think they'd do something about it.”

Turning toward him, I agreed, then realized who he was. And why not? After all, I had seen photos of him since I was a young boy, all the more so since I had grown up in Stamford, Connecticut, where he had lived ever since leaving the boxing ring and getting married in 1928. At first, I was reluctant to ask if he was indeed Gene Tunney, the enigmatic former heavyweight champion of the world, who had wrested the title from Jack Dempsey in 1926 before about 135,000 spectators in Philadelphia—then the largest crowd ever to witness a boxing bout. The same Gene Tunney who then met Dempsey a second time a year later in an even more famous fight at Soldier Field in Chicago before an even larger gathering of an estimated 145,000. Finally, I could resist no longer. “Pardon me for asking, but you are Gene Tunney, aren't you?”

“Yes, I am,” answered Tunney, then in his late sixties and still handsome, with a ruddy complexion and tinges of gray in his brown hair. He then shook my hand warmly as I introduced myself.

Having met so many athletes as a sportswriter, and having been one myself, I have never been in awe of sports figures, with the exception of an elite handful including the enigmatic Joe DiMaggio; my boyhood idol, Stan Musial, the great St. Louis Cardinal slugger; the legendary sprinter Jesse Owens; the Negro Leagues baseball star Cool Papa Bell; and, yes, Jack Dempsey. I had met all of them, too, but never had I sat alongside any of them on a train, engaged in a memorable hour-long conversation, as I did with Gene Tunney. After growing up poor in Greenwich Village, Tunney had won the world heavyweight boxing championship but had largely been disparaged and even mocked because he had beaten the iconic Dempsey. Further, he had had the temerity, while still fighting, to become an intellectual and scholar, having lectured on Shakespeare at Yale and having discussed writing with friends and acquaintances like George Bernard Shaw, Ernest Hemingway, H. G. Wells, Thornton Wilder, John Marquand, and Somerset Maugham.

“Tunney, he reads books,” was the dismissive and disparaging assessment of Tunney by one of Dempsey's bodyguards before the first Dempsey-Tunney fight, which Tunney was given virtually no chance of winning. That simplistic portrayal of Tunney was shared, as it were, by not only other boxing managers and trainers but also most sportswriters and fans, few of whom gave Tunney his due until well after he had retired. Not to say that Tunney himself did not offend sportswriters, including such journalistic paragons of the era as Grantland Rice, Damon Runyon, Ring Lardner, Paul Gallico, and Westbrook Pegler, with what they perceived to be intellectual pretensions and an aloof demeanor.

When I met Tunney, he was the chief executive officer of the McCandless Corporation, a conglomerate of rubber products companies based in New York, and a board member of a half-dozen or so corporations. Like the other commuters, he was headed home, in his case to his gentleman's farm in Stamford, where he had been living for more than thirty years with his wife, Polly Lauder Tunney, an heiress to the Andrew Carnegie fortune.

Since his retirement, Tunney had had practically no association with boxing. He rarely went to any fights and, indeed, said he had little interest in the sport that made him famous. “They're always asking me to come to the big fights and take a bow,” he told me, “and of course they say they'll handle all the expenses. But I really have no desire to go. I have too many other interests. And they dislike me all the more for it.” They was an allusion to the boxing establishment, which never much liked Tunney while he was fighting and carried that dislike into his retirement years.

If Tunney's boxing style—he was a masterful boxer in an era when topflight heavyweights were supposed to possess knockout power as Dempsey did—did not endear him to boxing fans, his aloofness from the sport following his retirement, coupled with his literacy, scholarly bent, and wealth, damn near made him a pariah. The boxing establishment expected former champions, especially great ones like Tunney, to make perfunctory appearances at major championship fights, and Tunney disdained the ritual. An avid reader of the classics since he was introduced to Shakespeare by a fellow marine during World War I, Tunney was far more comfortable talking about literature, politics, or even opera than boxing. Often assailed as a literary poseur or a phony highbrow while he was fighting, Tunney further alienated himself from the “fight mob,” as it was often called, when, while still heavyweight champion, he lectured on Shakespeare at Yale. Yet to Tunney, that was far more uplifting and rewarding than being introduced as the man who beat the great Dempsey.

While Tunney distanced himself from the sport that made him rich and famous at a time when boxing, horse racing, and baseball were the preeminent sports in the United States, Dempsey, in his retirement, became more popular than ever. Strangely enough, he even seemed to rank higher than Tunney in the pantheon of great fighters. In his book Boxing's Greatest Fighters, published in 2006, the boxing historian and author Bert Randolph Sugar ranked Dempsey as the ninth best fighter of all time, while Tunney is listed at thirteenth, even though he had beaten Dempsey decisively twice and had a better overall record. Even more ironic—and a further testament to how Tunney, in retrospect, remains underrated—Sugar ranked Harry Greb, the great middleweight who once beat Tunney (and to a bloody pulp, at that) but then failed to defeat him in their next four fights, the fifth best boxer of all time behind Sugar Ray Robinson, Henry Armstrong, Willie Pep, and Joe Louis. But then Greb, like Dempsey, was a crowd-pleaser, albeit a dirty one, while Tunney was merely a wondrous boxer capable of knocking a man out—something he did forty-four times, only six fewer knockouts than Dempsey achieved.

Yet Tunney is one of the least remembered sports heroes of the Jazz Age. As the so-called Golden Era of Sport, the decade produced such sports legends as Dempsey, Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, Red Grange, Bobby Jones, Bill Tilden, Helen Wills Moody, the great Thoroughbred racehorse Man o' War, and George Gipp—Notre Dame's “Gipper,” later portrayed on the silver screen by Ronald Reagan—and yet Tunney's name is rarely mentioned along with these sports icons. And many sports historians feel that he was denied a niche because he beat— twice, no less—a public idol in Dempsey and refused to fulfill the popular perception of a fighter while becoming a dilettante. A case in point: long after he left the ring—indeed, right up until his death— everyone called Dempsey “Champ,” although Tunney, who seldom, if ever, was addressed that way after he left the ring, had taken away Dempsey's heavyweight title. That could be, at least in part, because, as the veteran New York sports columnist Frank Graham said of Tunney in 1961, “No athlete ever succeeded in obscuring his own great skills so completely.”

Though inextricably linked by their two fights, Dempsey and Tunney could not have been more different. Both grew up poor— Dempsey in dusty Colorado frontier towns, Tunney in Greenwich Village. Dempsey came to be known as “The Manassa Mauler” (after his hometown of Manassa in southern Colorado), a menacing, snarling, no-holds-barred stalker, while Tunney won a reputation as a masterful, almost mechanical, boxer who often held back when he had seriously hurt an opponent. Dempsey had loved to fight since he was a preteen, while Tunney learned to fight solely for self-preservation on the rough sidewalks of his New York City neighborhood.

As much a part of their story was the fascinating cast of characters around them in a time when you couldn't legally buy a drink, though there were more places to get one in New York, Chicago, and many other cities than there were before Prohibition. The dramatis personae of the Tunney-Dempsey saga reflected the boxing world, and the slick, wacky, and even weird characters who populated it or hovered around it during what Westbrook Pegler called “The era of wonderful nonsense.” There was Tex Rickard, the onetime Texas sheriff, Klondike gambling house operator, and Argentine cattle rancher who became the most successful fight promoter of all time. There was the acerbic Jack “Doc” Kearns, Dempsey's manager during his championship reign and a former gambler, gold prospector, and semipro baseball player, whose most enduring legacy in boxing circles was having broken four banks in the aftermath of a financially plagued Dempsey title fight in Shelby, Montana. There was underworld kingpin Al Capone and Philadelphia mobster Max “Boo Boo” Hoff, both of whom may have tried to fix one or both of the Dempsey-Tunney fights. There was Jimmy Walker, perhaps the most flamboyant and controversial mayor ever in New York, whose bill, as a state senator, made professional boxing legal once again in New York state. There was Damon Runyon, a gifted writer who, like a number of other sportswriters, accepted money from fight promoters and managers and even owned part of some boxers; Abe Attell, a former featherweight-champion-turned-gambler-and-fixer who was said to have been involved with gangster Arnold Rothstein in the fixing of the 1919 World Series; Billy Gibson, a restaurateur and fight manager with close ties to underworld figures and high-ranking politicians, who served as Tunney's last and most influential manager; and assorted other “Guys and Dolls” (Runyon's phrase, of course) who were connected in some way with boxing in the Roaring Twenties.

Sweetening the Tunney story immeasurably was his secret romance with the beauteous socialite from Greenwich, Connecticut, Polly Lauder—whom many thought was out of his reach—which became perhaps the most publicized and widely read love story of the 1920s. Even though she had inherited an estimated $50 million ($1.5 billion by today's standards), no one could say Tunney was wooing Polly Lauder for her money, since he had made $1 million for the second Dempsey fight—more money than any entertainer in history up to that point and the equivalent of more than $11 million today, a nice sum for one night's work in any era.

The magnitude of the heavyweight title in the 1920s is today difficult to comprehend, since the sport—hugely popular in the first seven decades of the twentieth century—has slipped so far both in terms of talent and popularity. Up until the 1920s, there were only eight weight divisions in boxing. Yet today there are seventeen at last count and four “governing bodies”—meaning that in an era when there are far fewer boxers than in the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, you could conceivably have sixty-eight “world champions.” Indeed, the sport had reached such a low point by 2006 that, in referring to the four heavyweight champions—there was only one in the Dempsey-Tunney era— Bert Randolph Sugar said, “You could put them in robes, trunks and wearing boxing gloves and their championship belts, and then put them in a police lineup, and not only would no one know who they are but no one would know what they do for a living.” That was not the case in the 1920s, when everyone knew that either Jack Dempsey or Gene Tunney was the world heavyweight champion. It was sports' ultimate championship and would remain so into the 1980s, by which time Muhammad Ali had retired and the incorrigible, brutish, and almost universally disliked Mike Tyson briefly reigned as champion.

After retiring at thirty-one, Tunney reveled in a successful business career that owed more to his celebrity status than any particular business acumen while continuing to read voraciously, attend the opera, and, with his wife, socialize primarily with wealthy friends from New York City, Westchester County, Greenwich, and North Stamford. He also reared four children, one of whom, John, became a United States congressman and then a senator from California in 1970, when he was only thirty-six years old. Not surprisingly, new acquaintances often would bring up Tunney's two fights with Dempsey, and, somewhat reluctantly, he might talk about them. They were, after all, two of the most famous boxing bouts of all time. So much so that the day after both fights, the New York Times ran eight-column, three-line frontpage headlines and more than a dozen stories about the epic encounters in its news and sports sections.

The adulation for Tunney turned out to be short-lived. As Tunney himself told me during that memorable train ride from Grand Central Terminal to Stamford, Dempsey, in losing his title, became more popular than ever. “Some of it may have been my fault because of how I reacted to what some newspapermen wrote about my reading habits and what they perceived to be my aloofness,” Tunney recalled as the train rattled toward Stamford.

Little did Tunney realize after that first fight that Dempsey, who was considered the “villain” in their initial go-round, would become more popular than ever in defeat, and that Tunney, though a paladin of his sport, would be ridiculed for his literary tastes and his style of boxing. Not until years later did Tunney concede, somewhat sorrowfully, that Dempsey, the alleged wartime “slacker,” epitomized a “people's champion,” while he, Tunney, “The Fighting Marine” (whose fighting during the Great War was actually confined to the ring) never came close to endearing himself to the sporting public.

“I guess I could have handled it better,” the all-but-forgotten champion said, nearly unrecognized on the Connecticut-bound commuter train, while, not more than forty miles away, Dempsey was still being hailed as “Champ” as he greeted adoring patrons for dinner at his Broadway restaurant. “I became the villain of the piece,” Tunney wrote years later in alluding to his championship reign. “It gave me no satisfaction to know that I was an unpopular champion. I think I would have welcomed the chance to be spoiled by a bit of popularity.”

Not that Tunney was complaining. He realized all too well that it was a stroke of good fortune that his father, a longshoreman who never could bring himself to watch any of Tunney's fights, gave his skinny, gangly son his first pair of boxing gloves when he was ten years old, more so that the boy would learn how to protect himself from neighborhood bullies than anything else. That gift launched an improbable boxing career that started in a tough New York neighborhood shortly after the beginning of the twentieth century. That pair of gloves also led to Tunney's meeting and marrying Polly Lauder, with whom he was to grieve over a devastating family tragedy involving a celebrated murder case. It also led to a long-lasting friendship with his old adversary, Jack Dempsey, whose title Tunney had won, but to whom he lost the hearts of boxing fans across the country. Tunney may have been the brightest boxing champion of all time, but, unfortunately for him, he twice beat the most popular champion the boxing ring ever knew.




ONE
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The Longshoreman's Son
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Gene Tunney poses with the rest of the 1911 graduating class at St. Veronica's parochial school in Greenwich Village. Tunney is second from the left in the row second from the top. NEW YORK DISTRICT CHRISTIAN BROTHERS ARCHIVES

[image: ]ohn Tunney always liked a good fight—from afar. From the days of his boyhood in Ireland's County Mayo, where he grew up idolizing John L. Sullivan, the bare-knuckled and blustering heavyweight champion from Boston, to the years after he arrived in New York, where he came to worship another American-born Irish boxer, James J. Corbett, whose victory over Sullivan with padded gloves ushered in a new era in boxing, Tunney's favorite diversion was watching, reading about, or talking about boxing bouts. This was especially true if a bout involved Irish boxers, which in that era many, if indeed not most, did.

After emigrating to the United States around 1880 (although he claimed to have made a stopover years before as a boy sailor aboard a windjammer), Tunney reveled in observing two men go at it in the ring at “smokers,” which abounded in New York from the 1880s until shortly after World War I. Usually staged in smoke-filled Knights of Columbus halls capable of seating several hundred patrons and in large basements of other fraternal organizations, smokers were designed to circumvent New York state laws against professional boxing, which at the time was held in disrepute in the United States and most of the world, except for England. Generally held on Friday and Saturday nights, smokers tended to attract a rowdy crowd of men, a large percentage of them Irish and Italian immigrants, most of whom placed bets with one another. Often raucous, the spectators at times produced fights as good as if not better than the ones in the ring. The police virtually never interfered and, indeed, promoters often hired off-duty officers to try to prevent the frequent disorders that erupted during bouts and that usually stemmed from excessive drinking.

As a stevedore on the Hudson River docks in the western part of Greenwich Village, known later as the West Village, Tunney also was accustomed to seeing but personally avoiding the fierce, bloody brawls between longshoremen competing for jobs at daily shape-ups, which determined who would load and unload freighters on a given day. Then there were the impromptu fights that broke out occasionally in the saloons that abounded in the neighborhood to which he and his family had moved in 1897. But even watching those fracases had little impact on Tunney, jaded at having seen so many of them, particularly on the docks, which were as mob-controlled around the turn of the twentieth century as they were a half century later. The same was true of the bloodletting that ensued from street fights involving Greenwich Village toughs, including members of the Hudson Dusters or Gophers, two of the more prominent of the notorious gangs of New York, which had maintained an intimidating influence on businessmen and residents on the lower West Side of Manhattan since the middle of the nineteenth century.

But Tunney abhorred violence when it involved any of his three sons, particularly James Joseph, the oldest, a spindly youngster who often returned home from school bloodied after having been accosted and beaten by one or more neighborhood bullies. In a poor neighborhood populated primarily by Irish immigrants of limited means, such as the one in which the Tunney family lived, flexing one's muscles, even in prepubescence, was, if not a way out, then possibly a way up.

James Joseph Tunney was no match for older and heavier youths who set upon him, either individually or in groups, if for no other reason than that he had refrained from gang activities and had attracted attention because of his athleticism, primarily in basketball, distance running, and swimming. That young Tunney was slight of build and usually loaded down with school and library books made him an even more vulnerable target for neighborhood toughs, as did his disinclination to fight back.

Aware of what was happening to his oldest son, whom he called “Skinny,” John Tunney decided on James's tenth birthday to give him a pair of inexpensive boxing gloves he had spotted in a Greenwich Village department store. He did so not because he wanted James Joseph to follow in the footsteps of John Tunney's heroes of the past, but so that the boy could learn how to defend himself against neighborhood hoodlums. Much as he liked boxing, John Tunney, like his wife, Mary, wanted his eldest son to become a priest, a common desire on the part of immigrant Irish parents of the era.

The sight of the gloves entranced the boy, who had already become fascinated with boxing through the cartoons and columns on boxing by Robert Edgren in the New York Evening World. Infatuated with the gift, young Tunney, aided by his father, put on the twelve-ounce gloves (far heavier than the eight- and six-ounce gloves used by both amateur and professional boxers) and began sparring playfully with his younger brothers, John, seven, and Tom, six. By that time, James Joseph had become known as “Gene” to family members and friends—a name bestowed on him by his youngest of four sisters, Agnes, who, in struggling to say James, kept saying something that sounded much more like Gene.

John Tunney's own fascination with boxing was easy to understand. He had boxed, bare-fisted, as a teenager in Kiltimagh in County Mayo and, while weighing around 160 pounds, he had filled in occasionally and with no particular distinction as a substitute boxer at Knights of Columbus smokers in Manhattan. Also, Irish boxers, both those from the Old Country and those born in the United States, dominated the sport in the latter part of the nineteenth century and during the first two decades of the twentieth. With not much else to lift their spirits while toiling at what for the most part were menial, low-paying jobs, Irish immigrants like Tunney could take pride in Irish fighters like Sullivan—“The Boston Strong Boy,” as he was called; Corbett, to a far lesser degree than Sullivan, from whom he had won the heavyweight title, to the chagrin of most Irish boxing fans; the freckle-faced, skinny-legged Bob Fitszimmons, who took away Corbett's title after having won the world middleweight title and later captured the light heavyweight championship; and the great middleweight champion Jack Dempsey from County Kildare. Reflecting the Irish dominance of boxing at the time, Irish-American boxers held five of the seven weight division championships in 1890.

Intrigued now by a sport to which he had previously given scant notice, young Gene Tunney soon began boxing with friends and older boys in the gymnasium at the Villagers Athletic Club, a hotbed of sports activity in the West Village. Remarkably quick for a boy in his early teens, Tunney even impressed Willie Green, a veteran professional lightweight fighter from Greenwich Village who often worked out at both places and eventually taught young Tunney the rudiments of boxing and occasionally sparred with him, to young Tunney's delight. With a newly instilled confidence in his ability not only to defend himself but also to retaliate, Tunney began to respond to older streetgang attackers with his fists, though only when his defensive tactics proved insufficient. Before long, the attacks on the scrawny Tunney began to abate as his reputation as a skilled boxer spread among the neighborhood's thugs. Whenever either of his brothers was threatened or set upon by young toughs older and bigger, Tunney approached the neighborhood hoodlums and warned them to leave his siblings alone or face the consequences. For his newfound boxing skills and the concomitant confidence they had instilled in him, Tunney would forever be indebted to Willie Green.

Though longshoremen historically have been better paid than other blue-collar workers, John Tunney brought home only fifteen dollars a week, the equivalent today of about three hundred dollars, hardly enough for a family of nine, even in the early 1900s. But despite the impecunious circumstances of almost all of its residents—most of whom usually shared a water closet with several other families—the neighborhood in which the Tunneys lived was hardly a slum. After living in an apartment on West 52nd Street, where Gene Tunney was born on May 25, 1897, the family moved to Perry Street in Greenwich Village five months later. Several years after that the Tunneys relocated to another tenement, two blocks north on Bank Street, close by the Hudson River docks where John Tunney worked and where the Tunneys' neighbors included John Dos Passos, who wrote much of his novel Manhattan Transfer there, and Willa Cather, whose novel One of Ours won the Pulitzer Prize in 1923.

New York was a city of just under two million when Tunney was born. It practically doubled in population a year later, though, in 1898, when all five boroughs, along with part of Westchester County, were consolidated into one city, with Brooklyn—up until 1898 the country's third largest city with a population of slightly more than a million— the major addition. If the city was growing geographically, it also was growing vertically. As the nineteenth century came to an end, the tallest structure was the thirty-story Park Row Building just to the east of City Hall in lower Manhattan, whose one thousand offices became available for occupancy when it opened in 1899.

Like most Irish immigrant parents in the West Village, John and Mary Tunney were both religious and strict. In the cramped quarters of the Tunney household, grace was said before all meals, and each of the six children was required to kneel at their bedsides and recite the Lord's Prayer and the Hail Mary before going to sleep. Sundays, the family went to church together at St. Veronica's, which—like many Catholic churches of the era—had been built through the largesse of its relatively poor parishioners and street fairs between 1890, when the lower church was built, and 1903, when the upper church opened its doors to what by then had become an astonishingly large congregation of about six thousand, mostly all of them Irish. The parochial school associated with St. Veronica's, like other parochial schools at the time, was both free and very strict. “I would estimate that at least three mornings a week the good brothers [at St. Veronica's School] would rap me on the knuckles for being late to school after my work at the butcher shop,” Gene Tunney was to say years later. Such corporal punishment was not unusual in Catholic parochial schools right into the 1960s, but it was far worse in the early part of the twentieth century, when the behavior of some of the Christian Brothers and Sisters of Charity (who also taught at St. Veronica's) bordered on the sadistic.

“It was not uncommon for a Brother or a Sister to whack you across the hands or the back of your legs with a yardstick,” Harold Blake, a graduate of St. Veronica's grammar school and a longtime parishioner and volunteer at the church school, recalled in 2004. “If you happened to tell your mother and father about getting whacked when you got home from school, they usually would say, ‘You probably deserved it.' And sometimes the parents would then whack you, too, which discouraged a kid from telling them in the first place. You have to understand that the Irish parents years ago had a great deal of respect for the Brothers and Sisters who taught, and felt they could do no wrong, and so they never complained to school authorities. But that's how it was in the parochial schools.”

During that era, the docks along the Hudson in the West Village thrived, and stevedores tended to live as close to the docks as they could, mainly because their primary mode of transportation at the turn of the century was their legs, since the opening of the New York subway system was still four years away. In all three tenement buildings in which the Tunneys had lived, John Tunney was never more than two blocks from the waterfront.

For a city boy growing up so close to the Hudson, there was much to do. From the nearby piers, Gene Tunney and his friends could look out on a seemingly endless parade of ocean liners, freighters, and tankers, along with trans-river ferries, side-wheel excursion steamers, lighters, railroad car floats in tow, barges, and occasionally a United States Navy squadron or even an entire fleet.

In the summer, though, the Hudson had a more adventurous allure for Tunney and his more daring friends. On hot nights, they would dive off the docks at the foot of West Tenth Street into the Hudson to swim. And when an ocean liner was berthed at a nearby pier, they were inclined to get even more daring. Aware of which steamship lines tended to be lax about security, the boys, almost all of them the sons of Irish immigrants, managed to get aboard some passenger ships and then find their way to the bridge. From there, about one hundred feet above the Hudson, one teenager after another would leap into the murky water below, often blessing themselves first, and then swim or dog-paddle back to the pier. Once, Tunney recalled some years later, he did what was known as a “soldier's dive,” wherein one puts his hands at his sides and then dives into the water, headfirst. The dive could have killed or paralyzed young Tunney, he realized after, and he never tried the daredevil stunt again.

By the time he was eleven, Tunney, despite his frail-looking stature, had established himself as one of the best athletes at St. Veronica's School, excelling at basketball, baseball, swimming, and running, and good enough at the quintessentially New York City game of handball to hold his own with the Christian Brothers who taught at the school. Young Tunney's evident penchant for learning and the inordinate time he spent in the school library, much of it poring over books on Greek and Roman history, cast him as something of a prig to many of his classmates, who, like Tunney, were from poor families, and who, unlike Tunney, found school boring. “There was an inclination to poke fun at Gene's scholarly demeanor,” Dr. Fred Van Vliet, a neighborhood physician, once recalled. “He was an inveterate reader as far back as I knew him, and my library had a sort of fascination for him as a boy, and I guess he must have browsed through every book in my possession.”

Even some of young Tunney's closest friends tried to take advantage of his passive nature. “Some of us kids were pretty active and keen for boxing,” Gene Boyle, a classmate at St. Veronica's School, later said, “and Gene was such a simple-looking chap at the time that we proceeded to go to work on him. But it wasn't long before we realized our mistake.”

Indeed, Tunney's sports teammates, along with some of the budding toughs among the student body, found it hard to reconcile his passion for reading and his thespian activities at the school with his athleticism. Always eager to take part in theatrical productions, by the age of thirteen young Tunney was able to recite the soliloquies of such Shakespearean characters as Antonio, Portia, and Shylock and had played Antonio in The Merchant of Venice as an eighth-grader. This did not particularly impress most of his neighborhood friends, but it helped elevate his own self-esteem and delighted his teachers and his parents, whose education in County Mayo had been sparse, to say the least.

Despite his accomplishments, on graduating from St. Veronica's with the eighth-grade class of 1911, Tunney hardly looked as though he would make his mark in sports. At the age of fourteen, he was about 5' 3" and weighed around 115 pounds. In his class photograph, Tunney is dwarfed by most of the twenty-two other members of the all-male class, all of whom wore dark suits, white ties, and solemn looks, perhaps at the behest of the stern-looking Christian Brother sitting in their midst.

Few members of that class, as at many if not most parochial schools in New York, would ever pose for a graduation picture again. Like Tunney, most would never complete high school: he lasted only a year at De La Salle Academy in the East Village, while working before and after school for a neighborhood butcher. And having sprouted to 5' 8" in less than a year, he continued to show potential as a basketball player and distance runner. But Tunney had become more aware of his family's financial struggles and noticed, more and more, how his father, now fifty-two, would come home exhausted after twelve-hour workdays on the piers. He left school at fifteen to accept a job as an office boy that he had sought, unbeknownst to his parents, at the Ocean Steamship Company on the Hudson River waterfront, which primarily required him to run errands and make deliveries along lower Broadway. His labors earned him five dollars a week.

With friends, Tunney occasionally would make the half-hour walk to the second Madison Square Garden, between Fifth and Madison Avenues, and, for fifty cents, sit in the upper reaches of the arena to watch such champions as Benny Leonard, Johnny Dundee, Johnny Kilbane, Jeff Smith, and the crafty but often conniving Abe Attell, whom he would come to know years later. Since John Tunney was an avid fight fan, it would seem likely for him to have gone to Madison Square Garden with his teenage son, but he did not, perhaps to discourage Gene from becoming a fighter.

Within a year after going to work at the Ocean Steamship Company, young Tunney, after learning how to type on his own, was promoted to mail clerk at a salary of eleven dollars a week. Enthused by his new job, Tunney began looking ahead to even better positions within the steamship company, perhaps even eventually becoming a pier superintendent. That, he was sure, would make his father proud. Meanwhile, boxing had lost its appeal. For the still spindly Tunney, now 5' 10" and weighing about 125 pounds, basketball and longdistance running were now the dominant passions, to the extent that after work he would often run, with fellow runners, from the West Village northward on Fifth Avenue to the northern fringe of Central Park at 125th Street and then back, a distance of about ten miles. This was to prepare for track meets, in which he fared well but never well enough to ever win a race.

One night in the late spring of 1913, Tunney, sixteen years old, six feet tall and all of 135 pounds, encountered Willie Green, the fighter who had shown him some boxing basics at the Villagers Athletic Club, which was situated in a recreation center at Charles Street and Greenwich Avenue in the West Village. About to launch a comeback, Green was looking for someone to spar with at the club. It turned out to be Tunney, who, after watching Green work out, felt an urge to put on boxing gloves again. It would be a mismatch, to be sure, but it would be a challenge. And most certainly, it would be a learning experience.

About fifteen pounds heavier than Tunney, Green was no longer solicitous and gentle as he had been in his playful sparring with Tunney a few years before. All business now, Green peppered Tunney with a variety of punches while warding off virtually every blow the teenager threw.

During the week leading up to their second sparring session, Tunney lay in bed at night going over the first confrontation, vividly recalling Green's moves and the way he threw his punches while also remembering how he himself had failed to elude the veteran fighter's blows and how he had shown slowness and uncertainty in throwing his own punches. Certainly, he told himself, he could do much better. And he did, but not much. Still thoroughly outclassed by Green, Tunney took another pounding. While walking home that night, Tunney decided that he had been foolhardy to spar with Willie Green and that he most assuredly had no future as a boxer. What he did have, though, was a burgeoning career with the Ocean Steamship Company. It was not only more promising but also entailed no physical punishment.

To Tunney's surprise, several men who had watched his second sparring session with Green had been impressed enough by his performance to mention him to promoters of the smokers held on Friday nights at a Knights of Columbus Hall on the Lower East Side. One of the promoters approached Tunney at the Villagers Athletic Club and asked if he would be willing to box Green at a smoker. Intermittently legal in New York since the late 1890s, pro boxing was once again legitimate in the state. Two laws legalizing the sport had been passed: the Horton Act of 1896, which legitimized boxing from 1896 until 1900, when, because of a plethora of fixed fights, gangster influence, and other unsavory matters, it was repealed. Then came the Frawley Act, which relegitimized the sport in 1911 but in 1917 would be repealed for essentially the same reasons as the Horton Act.

Catholic church halls and Knights of Columbus clubs were popular venues for the all-male smokers, whose crowds were usually an eclectic blend of neighborhood politicians, businessmen, storekeepers, factory workers, and longshoremen like John Tunney. While boxing was banned, the public, theoretically, could not attend matches, since they were held in private facilities. But when the sport was illegal, organizers of the smokers were eager to attract spectators and devised a simple scheme to get around that prohibition: allowing spectators to pay a dollar at the gate to “join” the Knights of Columbus or whatever club was sponsoring the event and then “contribute” another dollar to actually get in. In a milieu reeking of sweat, liniment, Vaseline, cigar smoke, and at times blood, most spectators, seated on either folding wooden chairs or bleachers, made wagers with one another on bouts involving fighters they had seen before; this way they had at least an inkling of whether their “boy” actually could fight, which many could not. Bouts usually ranged from three to eight rounds, and the ones that generated the most interest, betting, noise, and smoke were those involving neighborhood fighters and those from other parts of the city, all the more so when the neighborhood fighter was Irish—which was often the case in the West Village and many other parts of New York— and the outsider was either Italian, Jewish, or German.

Win or lose, for their efforts at places like the Knights of Columbus hall in Greenwich Village, fighters in the early part of the century usually received a sandwich and a soda and, sometimes, a portion of a betting payoff from a grateful spectator. After a bad performance, they might walk away amid a cascade of boos and catcalls, which usually amounted to a swan song. From the 1920s until the 1950s, when the smokers vanished from the boxing world, fighters at smokers were usually given used or broken pocket watches as prizes, which were actually subterfuges in lieu of cash. The fighters in turn “sold” the watches back to the smoker organizers for anywhere from five to fifty dollars, depending on the fighter's talent and, more important, his popularity. Sometimes, the watches—which fighters rarely, if ever, checked to see if they actually told time—were a prize that contained a prize, usually a five-dollar or ten-dollar bill tucked inside the watch casing. In this way, their amateur status remained intact.

To practically all of the several hundred spectators at the Knights of Columbus hall where Tunney had agreed to spar with Green, he was an unknown quantity—not an uncommon occurrence at smokers, since the bouts often featured fledlging boxers making their ring debuts. Green, by contrast, was well known, having started boxing at smokers a dozen years earlier; he was also popular since his perpetualmotion style guaranteed almost nonstop action. That was the case this night, but while the veteran threw a barrage of punches, few of them landed solidly, as Tunney, now accustomed to Green's offensive style, bobbed, weaved, and danced out of the way, while landing a good share of blows. After three rounds, it was clear that Green had outclassed Tunney, although the fight was classified as an exhibition and no winner was announced. But for Tunney the exhibition was an epiphany—both because he had acquitted himself well and because, for the first time, he had heard cheers. To Tunney, the sound was intoxicating and, as he walked toward the makeshift dressing room, he found that he could not wait to get back into the ring.

Tunney's euphoria over that performance was short-lived. A few weeks later, at a smoker in Manhattan, he found himself in a ring against Leonard Ross, an awkward and unorthodox young boxer who made Tunney look bad. More of a puncher than a boxer at the time, Tunney never landed a solid blow. He somehow managed to win the three-round fight, though not the plaudits of the several hundred fans; they booed both fighters at the end of the bout. Still, it was to provide yet another epiphany for Tunney.

“I know. I was terrible,” Tunney, smarting from his lackluster performance, said later to Willie Ward, a young fighter from Greenwich Village who had been in Tunney's corner. The following day, Tunney learned from a friend that the promoter of the card had described Tunney as awkward and wild and had no interest in booking him again. Hearing that, Tunney was angered and stunned—angered over his poor showing and stunned at the promoter's description of him.

Tunney vowed never to be embarrassed in a boxing ring again, and, above all, never again to lose his composure. He also vowed never again to box an opponent without first learning everything he could about him—and, even better, first watching him fight. The secret of becoming a good fighter, Tunney was now convinced, was not only having good or even extraordinary skills, but knowing what to expect and being prepared to deal with it.

On the other hand, he thought, why continue to be frustrated, as he had been in his sparring with the far more experienced Willie Green and then with the clumsy and maladroit, albeit difficult to hit, Leonard Ross? At the age of sixteen, he had no aspirations whatsoever of becoming a professional fighter. And why should he? He already had been promoted at the Ocean Steamship Company in less than a year's time. And in an effort to get even further ahead in the company, Tunney was taking correspondence courses in mathematics and English, and if he continued to work and study hard, who knows? He might yet become a dock superintendent someday and earn as much as twenty-five thousand dollars a year.

If he wouldn't become a priest as his mother wanted, becoming a dock superintendent, he was sure, would make both her and his father happy. But word had begun to get around the West Village about his fighting ability, and, regardless of his bad showing against Leonard Ross, it was unlikely that anyone would try picking a fight with Gene Tunney, whether he ever stepped into a ring again or not. And that had been his father's intention when he gave him that pair of boxing gloves six years ago. So maybe now was a propitious time to forget about the sport that his father loved best.

About a month after his poor performance against Leonard Ross, Tunney once again ran into Willie Green, who had given up thoughts of a comeback. Green still liked to box recreationally and persuaded Tunney, still a gangling lightweight at 135 pounds, to spar with him occasionally at the Villagers Athletic Club and at the Greenwich Settlement House, also in the West Village. During most of their early sessions, Green clearly had the upper hand. But if Tunney was absorbing a multitude of blows from Green, he also was absorbing some valuable lessons. Above all, he had learned that a good defense was paramount in boxing. To hit and not be hit, he realized, was the key to success in the ring. Slugging it out at close quarters, and absorbing considerable punishment in the process, might work for some fighters, but to Tunney the most satisfying aspect of boxing was eluding punches, not landing them, and certainly not being hit.

He also had learned that Green, unlike many fighters, eschewed roundhouse punches; instead, his blows were short, crisp, and punishing. For another, he learned the art of feinting and how to slip or roll with punches—a technique wherein a fighter, while taking a punch, moves his head away as the blow lands, lessening the impact. The more Tunney sparred with Green, the more he improved, to the point where Green, with whom he was suddenly more than holding his own, suggested that he consider fighting at smokers again.

Taking Green's advice, Tunney, now a far better fighter, quickly established himself. By the time he was eighteen, he had gained a reputation as one of the best young boxers in Greenwich Village by winning a half-dozen amateur fights at the ubiquitous smokers in Manhattan and across the East River in Brooklyn. But in the end, despite his vast improvement and his success at the smokers, where his powerful right hand and skillful boxing had made him a crowd favorite, Tunney had no desire to become a professional fighter.

Sizable neighborhood followings, coupled with success in the ring, made a fighter a desirable commodity in New York, where, in the pre–World War I years, about a dozen professional fight clubs flourished along with scores of smokers. One of the best known of the arenas was the Sharkey Athletic Club, a drab arena that was situated in a top-floor loft of a pre–Civil War building just west of Columbus Circle on Manhattan's Upper West Side. Almost every New York fighter of note had fought at Sharkey's, as it was known, including Benny Leonard, before the incomparable lightweight champion became a headliner at the second Madison Square Garden. Having heard about Tunney and his growing Greenwich Village following, Billy Jacobs, the Sharkey A.C. matchmaker, set up a meeting at which he offered to feature Tunney in a ten-round bout.

“No fighter I have ever known has been given a star bout for his first professional fight,” Jacobs said to Tunney, aware of Tunney's disinclination to fight professionally.

“Why should I box professionally?” Tunney replied. “I have two jobs, both of which are paying me fairly well.”

Jacobs told him that, on the basis of what he had heard about his boxing talent, he could go far in the ring and earn more money than he was making at Ocean Steamship and as a part-time athletic director at a recreation center at Public School 41 in the Village. Tunney, though, resisted all of Jacobs's blandishments. Not about to give up, Jacobs called on Willie Green and Eddie O'Brien, a saloon-keeper and occasional boxing trainer from Greenwich Village, whose son had gone to St. Veronica's with Tunney and who knew Tunney. Jacobs asked them to convince the hot young prospect from the Village that it was in his interest to turn pro. Green and O'Brien not only convinced Tunney to accept Jacobs's offer but said that if he did they would work in his corner for as long as he liked.

“There isn't any fighter from this city that ever had such an offer, and you can lick anybody they throw into the ring with you,” said O'Brien.

Tunney was convinced. He enjoyed fighting—or boxing, as he preferred to call it. And if he could make even twenty-five dollars for a professional fight, why that was ten dollars more than his father earned for a long week's work on the Hudson River piers and most certainly better than the sandwich and soda offered after fighting at a smoker. Further, he would be able to test himself against better fighters. And if he did not do well, he told himself, he would stop fighting entirely and focus on his job with Ocean Steamship and, at least for a while longer, his part-time position as an athletic director. Although only eighteen, Tunney had obtained that job several months earlier at P.S. 41, where he imparted boxing fundamentals he had learned from Willie Green to teenage boys. As to whatever happened to him as a boxer, he felt he had nothing to lose—except perhaps some confidence and self-esteem.

Tunney needn't have worried about his first bout at the Sharkey A.C., which was later the subject of a popular lithograph by the artist George Bellows, entitled A Stag at Sharkey's. Hundreds of friends and supporters from the Village had made the trek uptown to see Tunney make his professional debut on July 2, 1915, against a welterweight named Bobby Dawson. Looking at Tunney's pallid face and skinny frame at the weigh-in before the fight, Dawson gave a Panglossian smirk, as if to say, This guy's a fighter?

Tunney sensed Dawson's patronizing attitude toward him and knew that, from the opening bell, Dawson would come right at him. Dawson did and ran into a barrage of stiff left jabs, prompting him to change tactics and counterpunch. It did him little good, as Tunney, a far superior boxer, peppered Dawson repeatedly with left jabs and sporadic combination punches to the body. But Tunney's growing confidence was jarred by the veteran in the sixth round.

“He got me to lead with a left, and then stepped inside it and got me with a solid right to the solar plexus that shook me,” Tunney said later. “After that, my arms got heavy as lead.”

But not so heavy that Tunney was not able to catch Dawson with a left uppercut to the jaw that sent Dawson to the floor just before the bell ending the seventh round. Still dazed after the one-minute respite between rounds, Dawson did not come out for the eighth, giving Tunney his first professional victory—an eighth-round technical knockout before a crowd of about two thousand spectators. Cheered on wildly by his fans from the Village as he left the ring, Tunney, unscathed, smiled and waved. Dawson, Tunney realized, was hardly a good test, even though he had established a reputation as a durable and tough fighter who rarely was knocked down. And Tunney had not only put him down but would have knocked him out had Dawson not been saved by the bell. Maybe, just maybe, Tunney thought, he could really amount to something as a fighter. Still, he was nowhere near the point where he would even think about giving up his day job. For his first professional bout, and a main event at that, Tunney received eighteen dollars. Not much, but still better than a sandwich and a soda. Moreover, as he was to say sometime later, Tunney, for the first time since he had started boxing, felt the “ecstasy” of victory. Winning an unsanctioned boxing bout at an unregulated smoker was one thing; winning a professional fight, Tunney had just found out, was quite another.

Working two jobs and with little time to train, Tunney was to fight three more times in 1915. He won the first two bouts by knockouts, after which Willie Green, with whom he continued to spar, and O'Brien felt that Tunney was ready for stronger opponents and convinced him to fight Billy Rowe—like Tunney, a highly regarded prospect—at the Fairmont Athletic Club. Fight cards at the Fairmont were on a higher level than at the Sharkey Athletic Club, and in Billy Rowe he would be facing his toughest opponent yet. With an even bigger contingent of Greenwich Village supporters in attendance on December 1, Tunney showcased his defensive and boxing abilities, blocking virtually every one of Rowe's body punches. Meanwhile, he landed far more blows in the six-round no-decision fight.

Next to Madison Square Garden, in the second and third decades of the twentieth century, the Fairmont A.C. was the best-known boxing arena in New York. It had been established in an abandoned foundry by Billy Gibson, the proprietor of a popular restaurant in the East Bronx who would eventually figure prominently in Tunney's boxing career. Though he admittedly knew virtually nothing about boxing, Gibson heeded the advice of Tom McArdle, a former matchmaker at Madison Square Garden, to take advantage of the boxing boom in the early part of the century and open a fight club. It turned out to be a prescient move, which eventually led Gibson to become a successful boxing promoter and, later, an even more successful boxing manager, who was helped along to a considerable degree by friendships with influential New York politicians, judges, entertainment figures, and a number of upper-echelon mob figures in New York and Philadelphia.

In no rush to fight again, and certainly with no intention of making boxing a career, Tunney focused on his two jobs while sparring frequently with Willie Green at P.S. 41 before fighting again in July of 1916. Between then and December 8, Tunney fought five times, winning three of his bouts by knockouts and proving to be the decisive fighter in two nondecision bouts. That success began to get him a modicum of attention in some of the city's dozen daily newspapers and a larger following, especially in Greenwich Village. But proud as he was of his son's fistic accomplishments, John Tunney still would not go to see him fight. He had bought Gene a pair of boxing gloves so the boy could learn to defend himself against neighborhood bullies—not become a prizefighter. And John and his wife—whose lives, like those of most Irish immigrants in the West Village, centered on the resplendent neighborhood church—still clung to the hope that Gene would become a priest.


TWO
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Kid Blackie
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Jack Dempsey starting out in Colorado as “Kid Blackie.” COURTESY OF TOBY SMITH

[image: ]f Gene Tunney was beginning to attract some attention in the New York area, a slightly older middleweight was creating considerably more excitement among boxing fans in Colorado, Utah, and Nevada, thanks to a long string of knockouts. His name was William Harrison Dempsey—he had been named for the ninth president, William Henry Harrison, the first American president to die in office—but, at twenty, he had already gone through two name changes. After starting to fight professionally as Kid Blackie, he had taken the name of Jack Dempsey after the great Irish-born middleweight champion of the 1880s and 1890s, who had been nicknamed “The Nonpareil,” as in unequaled, which he was as a fighter, having gone unbeaten in his first sixty-two fights. But like William Harrison Dempsey, the original Jack Dempsey also had changed his name, taking his father's surname after having been born John Kelly.

The ninth of eleven children of a onetime schoolteacher who became an itinerant miner, railroad worker, and farmworker after traveling west from West Virginia in a prairie wagon with his wife in the early 1880s, Dempsey grew up poor. The Dempseys first settled in Manassa at the southern tip of Colorado in the San Luis Valley, an agricultural area near the New Mexico border, 7,800 feet above sea level and surrounded by the Rocky Mountains. They had gone there to join a community, made up mostly of Mormon converts from the South, after hearing a missionary from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints espouse the virtues of the church. But the Dempseys did not stay in their one-room house in Manassa long, despite the hospitality of their new Mormon neighbors. Nor, for that matter, did they linger in any other town or city.

Asked about it years later, even Dempsey was uncertain about the family's peripatetic wanderings over the next decade or so. About eight years after William Harrison Dempsey was born on June 24, 1895, the family moved to Creede, about seventy-five miles north of Manassa, where Celia Dempsey ran a boardinghouse for a year and took in washing while Hyrum worked in a gold mine. A year later, the Dempseys headed even farther north, to the hardscrabble mining town of Leadville, which at ten thousand feet above sea level is the highest-altitude municipality in the United States. Other stopovers during the family's peregrinations included Uncompahgre, Montrose, and Telluride in western Colorado and Steamboat Springs in the northern part of the state, along with brief stayovers in such dusty Colorado frontier towns as Victor, Mount Harris, Rifle, Delta, and Meeker. All the while, Dempsey went to school intermittently, never getting beyond the eighth grade. But he made money washing dishes in a Montrose restaurant owned by his mother, probing underground mines for copper, gold, and silver, picking beets and potatoes, baling wheat, washing windows, cutting lawns, digging ditches, shining shoes, and selling newspapers at the corner of 16th and Market Streets in the section of Denver now known as LoDo, short for lower downtown.

In later years, Dempsey was to recall that his mother was the bedrock of the family, a tiny woman of Scottish, Irish, Cherokee, and Choctaw lineage who weighed about a hundred pounds. Both she and her husband, who was of Scottish and Irish descent, became Mormons as soon as they arrived in Manassa. Celia Dempsey remained a staunch Mormon for the rest of her life. Hyrum Dempsey, though, was a “Jack Mormon,” the name given to a Mormon who drinks, smokes, and in general violates the tenets of the Church of Latter-day Saints, as did William Harrison and most of his other six sons. “I know the church is right,” Hyrum Dempsey was to say. “I'm just too weak to live up to their rules.” Nor, as it turned out was he strong or determined enough to hold on to a job to provide sufficient subsistence for his growing family.

After leaving home in his mid-teens to earn money for his impoverished family, young Harry, as he was called by his family, lived a nomadic existence. For the next five years, he spent many of his nights in hobo jungles, where homeless men gathered to eat and sleep by campfires. In later years, Dempsey explained that hobos were itinerant, albeit unskilled, workers, while tramps may have been itinerant, but rarely, if ever, worked, and bums neither traveled nor worked. Thus, as Dempsey pointed out years later, he may have been a hobo, but never was a tramp or a bum.

Many other nights found the young Dempsey cloistered in mining camps while foraging for coal or silver for around five dollars a day, usually as a mucker, the lowest-paid and most undesirable job in a mine. Unlike most of the hobos he met, most of whom were considerably older, Dempsey felt that his stay in this netherworld was temporary. And if he was to get out, he was convinced, it would be with his fists. Through sparring with his two older brothers, both of whom were journeymen boxers, and through frequent street fights, he had become a good fighter. On the advice of his older brother Bernie, he had started at the age of twelve to soak his face and hands in beef brine to toughen his skin and to chew leather-hard resin—“pine gum,” as it was called—from pine trees, which Bernie told him would strengthen his jaw, making it less vulnerable during a bout.

More than a half-century later, Dempsey would tell the New York Daily News cartoonist and sports columnist Bill Gallo, a longtime friend, that that long-ago beef brine soaking made his huge fists “hard as iron anvils.” Considering how Dempsey was only knocked out once—if indeed it was a knockout—the pine gum may also have toughened his jaw, as brother Bernie said it would.

Hopping freight trains from town to town in Colorado, Utah, and Nevada, Dempsey would challenge local toughs, almost always bigger and older than he, to winner-take-all fistfights in mining town and railroad hub saloons. These fights were often sanctioned by bartenders with a vested interest; they allowed the no-holds-barred brawls held on sawdust-covered floors ringed by grizzled, and often gun-toting, customers. The emaciated-looking teenager hardly inspired fear when he strolled into a Western saloon frequented by rowdy, hard-drinking miners, cowboys, railroad workers, and other assorted roughnecks and in his high-pitched falsetto voice—which he had inherited from his father and which he found embarrassing—challenged anyone in the house to a fight. If anything, the challenge tended to elicit laughter. Three decades earlier, John L. Sullivan had issued similar challenges in bars in the Northeast. But when Sullivan threw down his gauntlet and bellowed, “I can lick any son of a bitch in the house,” it was rare that anyone attempted to dispute the brawny, if not somewhat beefy, Boston Strong Boy, who carried about 200 pounds on a 5' 10” frame. Dempsey, by contrast, weighed around 130 when he in effect did the same thing.

With hunger as a motivating force, Dempsey rarely lost a barroom fight, usually disposing of an opponent with what would become his trademark punch: a left hook to the jaw or the abdominal area. With the barroom ruffian often still lying on the saloon floor, the bartender or an associate would then pass a hat around for financial contributions, half of which went to Dempsey and half of which went to the bartender. Indeed, bartenders often tended to be Dempsey's matchmakers.

At times, Dempsey would ask a bartender if there was a ruffian who had been giving him and perhaps customers any trouble and whom he would like to see beaten up. It was not always an easy sell. Maybe the bartender had a particular bully in mind who fit the bill, but then he could hardly be blamed for wondering how in the world this skinny teenager with the girlish voice could possibly get the best of the bar's major annoyance in a fistfight. In such cases of doubt, Dempsey would recite a list of nearby towns where he had rid saloons of churlish and unwanted patrons. You can check it out, Dempsey would tell the dubious barkeeps, after listing what in effect were his references. Sometimes, the bartenders did just that, but more often than not, they believed this hungry-looking kid, especially after Dempsey threw a few practice punches and showed some of his fighting moves.

While riding the rods, a dangerous mode of travel wherein hobos would grasp the slender steel beams beneath freight cars merely inches above track roadbeds and hold on for dear life—or tie themselves to the beams with rope or wire—as the train roared along at fifty or sixty miles an hour, Dempsey began to fight professionally as Kid Blackie in 1914 when he was nineteen years old. At least that's what most record books say. If they are to be believed, Dempsey made his pro debut on August 17 of that year when he fought an eight-round draw with a fighter named Young Herman in Ramona, Colorado. He then knocked out six of his next seven opponents before suffering his first defeat to one Jack Downey in April of 1915. But in fact, Dempsey was to say years later, he started fighting for money in 1911 when he was sixteen years old, and estimated that by 1916 he had had about a hundred fights, almost all of them in Colorado and Utah, and most of them for purses that rarely exceeded fifty dollars. That would be more than eighty bouts that Dempsey is listed to have fought by then in a number of record books, not unusual during the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Dempsey's manager in his early fighting days was his brother Bernie, himself a lightly regarded fighter. Indeed, Dempsey soon appropriated the name Jack Dempsey from his brother, who had taken the name of the great old Nonpareil. In a sense, the younger Dempsey's second name change came out of necessity. Bernie Dempsey, then close to forty, was booked to fight a middleweight named George Copelin in the tough Colorado mining town of Cripple Creek on November 19, 1915. But on the day of the fight, he told Harry, then twenty, that he could not go on.

“Harry, I feel terrible,” Bernie told his kid brother, who had accompanied him to Cripple Creek. “It's the altitude, I think.”

“Aw, come on, Bernie,” brother Harry said, surprised that his older brother was suddenly being afflicted by the high altitude he had grown up in. “Anybody can flatten him.”

“Then you flatten him,” Bernie replied, while suggesting that his younger brother use Bernie's borrowed name to accommodate the promoter.

Dempsey, who by then had fifteen recorded professional fights as Kid Blackie under his belt, agreed to fight while brother Bernie served as his cornerman. But there was a problem. Most of the spectators had seen Bernie Dempsey fight, and he and his brother did not look alike. The promoter also was not keen on the idea. Nor was Copelin, though for a different reason. “I might kill that skinny guy,” the 165-pound Copelin told the promoter on seeing the 150-pound Dempsey at the weigh-in.

Seeking to assuage the promoter's apprehensions, Harry Dempsey told him, “I'll flatten this big bum. You can go out and bet my end on it.” Young Dempsey's confidence seemed to allay the promoter's fears and he agreed to have him introduced as Jack Dempsey. When the ring announcer did, there was a cascade of boos from the raucous crowd, many of whom knew they were looking at an impostor, something that was not uncommon in small-town fight clubs. As it turned out, though, they got to see an even better Jack Dempsey, who floored Copelin a half-dozen times in the first round and twice in the second. But then the new Jack Dempsey also became affected by the altitude. “I'm
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