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  In the Face


  RICHARD FORD


  Good writers will go to pretty much any length to find their verities, but how many are truly willing to take it on the chin for their art? Of course, if the writer is Richard Ford, the Pulitzer-Prize winning master of Independence Day, The Sportswriter, and A Multitude of Sins, he knows how to dish it out, too, as he does in the stunning essay that he used to introduce a 1996 volume that featured the extraordinary ring images of the late New York Daily News photographer Charles Hoff.
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  I’ve hit a lot of people in the face in my life. Too many, I’m sure. Where I grew up, in Mississippi, in the fifties, to be willing to hit another person in the face with your fist meant something. It meant you were, well—brave. It meant you were experienced, too. It also meant you were brash, winningly impulsive, considerate of but not intimidated by consequence, admittedly but not too admittedly theatrical, and probably dangerous. As a frank, willed act, hitting was a move toward adulthood, the place we were all headed—a step in the right direction.


  I have likewise been hit in the face myself by others, also quite a few times. Usually just before or just after the former experience. Being hit in the face goes with doing the hitting yourself; and while much less to be wished for, it is also (or was) important. It signaled some of those same approved character values (along with rugged resilience), and one had to be willing to endure it.


  I can’t with accuracy say where this hitting impulse came from, although it wasn’t, I’m sure, mere peer pressure. My grandfather was a boxer, and to be “quick with your fists” was always a good trait in his view. He referred to hitting someone as “biffing.” “I biffed him,” he would say, then nod and sometimes even smile, which meant it was good, or at least admirably mischievous. Once, in Memphis, in 1956, at a college football game in Crump Stadium, he “biffed” a man right in front of me—some drunk he got tired of and who, as we were heading up the steep concrete steps toward an exit, had kicked his heel not once but twice. The biff he delivered that day was a short, heavy boxer’s punch from the shoulder. Technically a hook. There was only one blow, but the other guy, a man in a felt hat (it was autumn), took it on the chin and went over backward, and right down the concrete steps into the midst of some other people. He was biffed. We just kept going.


  There were other times he did that, too: once, right in the lobby of the hotel he ran—putting a man down on the carpet with two rather clubbing blows that seemed to me to originate in his legs. I don’t remember what the man had done. Another time was at a hunting camp. A man we were riding with in a pickup truck somehow allowed a deer rifle to discharge inside the cab with us and blow a hole through the door—a very, very loud noise. The man was our host and was, naturally enough, drunk. But it scared us all nearly to death, and my grandfather, whose boxing name was Kid Richard, managed to biff this man by reaching over me and connecting right across the truck seat. It was ten o’clock at night. We were parked in a soybean field, hoping to see some deer. I never thought about any of it much afterward except to think that what he—my grandfather—did was unarguably the best response.


  Later, when I was sixteen, and my father had suddenly died, my grandfather escorted me to the YMCA—this was in Little Rock—and there, along with the boys training for the Golden Gloves, he worked out the solid mechanics of hitting for me. The need for compactness. The proper tight fist. The confident step forward. The focus of the eyes. The virtue of the three-punch combination. And it was there and then that he taught me to “cut” a punch—the snapping, inward, quarter-rotation of the fist, performed at the precise moment of impact, and believed by him (rightly or wrongly) to magnify an otherwise hard jolt into a form of detonation. Following this, and for a while, I tried out all I’d learned on the Golden Gloves boys with some not very positive effects to myself. They were, after all, stringy, small-eyed, stingy-mouthed boys from rural Arkansas, with more to lose than I had—which is to say, they were tougher. In years to come, however, I tried to practice all I’d learned, always made the inward cut, took the step forward, always looked where I was hitting. These, I considered, were the crucial aspects of the science. Insider’s knowledge. A part of who I was.


  I, of course, remember the first occasion on which I was hit in my own face—hit, that is, by someone who meant to hurt me: break my cheek or my nose (which happened), knock my teeth out, ruin my vision, cut me, deliver me to unconsciousness—kill me, at least figuratively. Ronnie Post was my opponent’s name. It was 1959. We were fifteen, and had experienced a disagreement over some trivial school business. (We later seemed to like each other.) But he and his friend, a smirky boy named Johnny Petite, found me after class one day and set on me with a torrent of blows. Others were present, too, and I did some wild, inexpert swinging myself—nothing like I would later learn. None of it, of course, lasted very long or did terrible damage, which is usual with such events. There was no spectacle. No one “boxed.” But I got hit a lot, and I remember the feeling of the very first punch, which I saw coming yet could not avoid. The feeling was like a sound more than a shock you’d feel—two big cymbals being clanged right behind my head, then almost immediately the sensation of cold traveling from my neck all the way down into my toes. It didn’t particularly hurt or knock me down. (It’s not so easy to knock a person down.) And it didn’t scare me. I may even have bragged about it later. But when I think about it now, thirty-seven years later, I can hear that cymbals’ sound, and I go light-headed and cold again, as if the air all around me had suddenly gotten rarer.


  Over the years since then, there have been other occasions for this sort of blunt but pointed response to the world’s contingent signals—all responses I think now to be regrettable, and (to me) not very interestingly explainable. (Though I’m certain it’s not just a “male thing,” since I’ve seen women do it, too, and have unhappily enough even had it done to me by women a time or two.) But I once hit my best friend at the time flush in the cheek in between downs in a football game where we were playing shirts and skins. We were never friends after that. I once hit a fraternity brother a cheap shot in the nose because he’d humiliated me in public, plus I simply didn’t like him. At a dinner after a friend’s funeral, of all places, I punched one of the other mourners who due to his excessive style of mourning was making life and grief worse for everybody, and “needed” it, or so I felt. And many, many years ago, on a Saturday afternoon in the middle of May, on a public street in Jackson, Mississippi, I bent over and kissed another boy’s bare butt for the express purpose of keeping him from hitting me. (There is very little to learn from all this, I’m afraid, other than where glory does not reside.)


  I can’t speak for the larger culture, but it’s been true all my life that when I’ve been faced with what seems to me to be an absolutely unfair, un-deserved, and insoluble dilemma, I have thought about hitting it or its human emissary in the face. I’ve felt this about writers of certain unfair book reviews. I’ve felt it about other story writers whom I considered perfidious and due for some suffering. I’ve felt it about my wife on a couple of occasions. I once took a reckless swing at my own father, a punch that missed but brought on very bad consequences for me. I even felt it about my neighbor across the street, who in the heat of an argument over nothing less than a barking dog, hit me in the face very hard, provoking me (or so I judged it) to hit him until he was a bloody mess on the sidewalk. I was forty-eight years old when that happened—an adult in every way.


  Even today when, by vow, I don’t do it anymore, hitting in the face is still an act the possibility of which I retain—an idea—one of those unerasable, personal facts we carry around in deep memory and sometimes re-inventory every day, and that represent the seemingly realest, least unequivocal realities we can claim access to. These are segments of our bottom line, which for each of us is always comprised of plenty we’re not happy about. Oddly enough, I don’t think about hitting much when I attend an actual boxing match—something I like to do less and less—but where plenty of hitting happens. Boxing seems to be about so much more than hitting—about not getting hit, about certain attempts at grace, even about compassion or pathos or dignity. Though hitting in the face may be all boxing’s about—that and money—and its devotees have simply fashioned suave mechanisms of language to defend against its painful redundancy. This is probably why Liebling, who knew it well, wrote less about boxing than about boxers, and why he called it a science, not an art: because, in essence, hitting in the face is finally not particularly interesting, inasmuch as it lacks even the smallest grain of optimism.


  Part of my bottom line is that to myself I’m a man—fairly, unfairly, uninterestingly, stupidly—who could be willing to hit you in the face. And there are still moments when I think this or that—some enmity, some affront, some inequity or malfeasance—will conclude in blows. Possibly I am all unwholesome violence inside, and what I need is therapy or to start life over again on a better tack. Or possibly there’s just a meanness in the world and, as Auden wrote once, “We are not any of us very nice.” But that thought—hitting—thrilling and awful at the same time, is still one crudely important calibration for what’s serious to me, and a guide albeit extreme to how I could confront the serious if I had to. In this way, I suppose it is a part of my inner dramaturgy, and relatable as interior dramas as well as many perversions are, to a sense of justice. And in the end, I have to think, it’s simply better and more generally informative that I know all of this, and take caution from it, fore-bearance, empathy, than that I know nothing about it at all.





  from On Boxing


  JOYCE CAROL OATES


  A trenchant—and prolific—observer of modern life, novelist/essayist/poet/short story writer Joyce Carol Oates was introduced to the fights in the ’50s when her father took her to a Golden Gloves tournament in Buffalo. In 1987, she set down her decades of serious thought on the ring in a passionate, eloquent and learned booklength essay, On Boxing, which went beyond the surface of sport to explore “the sweet science” as metaphor, madness spectacle, and history, all of which make an appearance in this excerpt.
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  To the untrained eye most boxing matches appear not merely savage but mad. As the eye becomes trained, however, the spectator begins to see the complex patterns that underlie the “madness;” what seems to be merely confusing action is understood to be coherent and intelligent, frequently inspired. Even the spectator who dislikes violence in principle can come to admire highly skillful boxing—to admire it beyond all “sane” proportions. A brilliant boxing match, quicksilver in its motions, transpiring far more rapidly than the mind can absorb, can have the power that Emily Dickinson attributed to great poetry: you know it’s great when it takes the top of your head off. (The physical imagery Dickinson employs is peculiarly apt in this context.)


  This early impression—that boxing is “mad,” or mimics the actions of madness—seems to me no less valid, however, for being, by degrees, substantially modified. It is never erased, never entirely forgotten or overcome; it simply sinks beneath the threshold of consciousness, as the most terrifying and heartrending of our lives’ experiences sink beneath the level of consciousness by way of familiarity or deliberate suppression. So one knows, but does not (consciously) know, certain intransigent facts about the human condition. One does not (consciously) know, but one knows. All boxing fans, however accustomed to the sport, however many decades have been invested in their obsession, know that boxing is sheerly madness, for all its occasional beauty. That knowledge is our common bond and sometimes—dare it be uttered?—our common shame.


  To watch boxing closely, and seriously, is to risk moments of what might be called animal panic—a sense not only that something very ugly is happening but that, by watching it, one is an accomplice. This awareness, or revelation, or weakness, or hairline split in one’s cuticle of a self can come at any instant, unanticipated and unbidden; though of course it tends to sweep over the viewer when he is watching a really violent match. I feel it as vertigo—breathlessness—a repugnance beyond language: a sheerly physical loathing. That it is also, or even primarily, self-loathing goes without saying.


  For boxing really isn’t metaphor, it is the thing in itself. And my predilection for watching matches on tape, when the outcomes are known, doesn’t alter the fact that, as the matches occurred, they occurred in the present tense, and for one time only. The rest is subterfuge—the intellectual’s uneasy “control” of his material.


  Impossible to see the old, early fights of Dempsey’s and not to feel this frisson of dread, despite the poor quality of the films, the somewhat antic rhythms of the human figures. Or, I would guess, the trilogy of Zale-Graziano fights about which people speak in awe forty years later. For one man of my acquaintance it was a fight of Joe Louis’, against a long-forgotten opponent. For another, one of the “great” dirty matches of Willie Pep and Sandy Saddler—“little white perfection / and death in red plaid trunks” as the poet Philip Levine has written of that infamous duo. There was Duk Koo-Kim, there was Johnny Owen, in an earlier decade luckless Benny Paret, trapped in the ropes as referee Ruby Goldstein stood frozen, unable to interfere . . .


  For one friend of mine it was a bloody fight fought by the lightweight contender Bobby Chacon that filled him with horror—though, ironically, Chacon came back to win the match (as Chacon was once apt to do). For another friend, a fellow novelist, enamored of boxing since boyhood, it was the Hagler-Hearns fight of 1985—he was frightened by his own ecstatic participation in it.


  At such times one thinks: What is happening? why are we here? what does this mean? can’t this be stopped? My terror at seeing Floyd Patterson battered into insensibility by Sonny Liston was not assuaged by my rational understanding that the event had taken place long ago and that, in fact, Patterson is in fine health at the present time, training an adopted son to box. (Liston of course has been dead for years—he died of a heroin overdose, aged thirty-eight, in “suspicious” circumstances.) More justified, perhaps, was my sickened sense that boxing is, simply, wrong, a mistake, an outlaw activity for some reason under the protectorate of the law, when, a few weeks ago in March 1986, I sat in the midst of a suddenly very quiet closed-circuit television audience in a suburban Trenton hall watching bantamweight Richie Sandoval as he lay flat and unmoving on his back . . . very likely dead of a savage beating the referee had not, for some reason, stopped in time. My conviction was that anything was preferable to boxing, anything was preferable to seeing another minute of it, for instance standing outside in the parking lot for the remainder of the evening and staring at the stained asphalt . . .


  A friend who is a sportswriter was horrified by the same fight. In a letter he spoke of his intermittent disgust for the sport he has been watching most of his life, and writing about for years: “It’s all a bit like bad love—putting up with the pain, waiting for the sequel to the last good moment. And like bad love, there comes the point of being worn out, when the reward of the good moment doesn’t seem worth all the trouble . . .”


  Yet we don’t give up on boxing, it isn’t that easy. Perhaps it’s like tasting blood. Or, more discreetly put, love commingled with hate is more powerful than love. Or hate.


 
    Dustin Hoffman recalls a boxing match he had seen as a boy: as the triumphant boxer left the ring to pass up the aisle, an an ecstatic fight fan, male, followed closely after him, wiping all he could of the sweat from the boxer’s body onto himself.



 
  An observer is struck by boxing’s intense preoccupation with its own history; its continuous homage to a gallery of heroes—or are they saints? At Muhammad Ali’s Deer Lake, Pennsylvania, training camp the names of heavyweight champions—Louis, Marciano, Liston, Patterson, et al.—were painted in white letters on massive iconographic boulders. “Jack Dempsey” named himself for the middleweight champion Jack Dempsey (1884–91—known as Dempsey “The Nonpareil” because he outboxed every man he fought). “Sugar Ray” Leonard named himself boldly after “Sugar Ray” Robinson—an act of audacity that did not prove embarrassing. If Marvin Hagler shaves his head, the image of Rubin “Hurricane” Carter comes to mind, and, beyond him, that of Jack Johnson himself—the first and very likely the greatest of defiantly black boxers, whom Cassius Clay/Muhammad Ali admired as well. So frequently are a few names evoked—Dempsey, Louis, Marciano, Pep, Robinson—one might think these boxers were our contemporaries and not champions of eras long past.


  If boxing exhausts most of its practitioners in a Darwinian struggle for survival like virtually no other, it so honors a very few, so enshrines them in the glamour of immortality, surely the danger is justified? As in any religion, present and past are magically one; Time, even death, are defeated. The dead immortals are always with us, not only their names and the hazy outlines of careers recalled, but individual bouts, moments when decisive punches were thrown and caught, the size of a boxer’s fist, the measurement of his reach, his age when he began and when he retired, his record of wins, losses, draws. The uppercut Jack Johnson used against Stanley Ketchel in 1909—the famous Fitzsimmons “shift” of 1897 (when Fitzsimmons defeated Gentleman Jim Corbett for the heavyweight title)—the wicked left hook with which Jack Dempsey caught a distracted Jack Sharkey in 1927—Rocky Marciano’s several right-hand knockout punches—Cassius Clay’s mystery punch in the first minute of the first round of his second match with Sonny Liston—the left hook of Joe Frazier that knocked Muhammad Ali on his back in the fifteenth round of their first fight: all are commemorated. The typical boxing writer’s imagination is not so much stimulated by his subject as enflamed. Dream matches are routinely fantasized in which boxers of different eras meet one another—Marciano-Dempsey, Louis-Ali, Hagler-Robinson, the 1961 Sonny Liston and the 1973 George Foreman. Boxers of different weights are thrown together—how would Willie Pep or Benny Leonard or Roberto Durán have done against Joe Louis, equipped with the necessary poundage? Though preoccupation with past records is common to most sports there is something unusually intense about it in boxing, perhaps because, in boxing, the individual is so very alone, or seems so. Like the saint he gives the impression of having arrived at his redemption by unflagging solitary effort.


  The boxing past exists in an uncannily real and vital relationship with the present. The dead are not dead, or not merely dead. When, for instance, Larry Holmes made his ill-advised attempt to equal Rocky Marciano’s record (forty-nine wins, no losses) it seemed suddenly that Marciano was living again, his name and photograph in all the papers, interviews with his family published. Michael Spinks resurrected not only Billy Conn, the light-heavyweight champion who was defeated in a famous match by Joe Louis in 1941 (and again in 1946) but any number of other light-heavyweight champions who were defeated by heavyweight champions—Georges Carpentier, Tommy Loughran, Joey Maxim, the indefatigable Archie Moore. The spectacular first round of the Hagler-Hearns match provoked reminiscences of “the greatest first rounds of all time.” (Number one remains Dempsey-Firpo, 1923.) The Ring’s Hall of Fame—to which controversial Jake LaMotta was only recently elected—corresponds to the pantheon of saints elected by the Vatican except it is in fact more finely calibrated, its saints arranged under various groupings and subgroupings, and its balloting highly complex. (Indeed, no intellectual journal in the states is more scrupulously attentive to its history than this famous boxing magazine, founded by Nat Fleischer in 1922, in which past, present, and a hypothesized future are tirelessly examined, and in which one finds articles on such subjects as “The Greatest Disappointments in Ring History,” “The Greatest Mismatches,” “The Greatest Left Hooks,” “When a Good Little Man Did Defeat a Good Big Man.”)


  It is as if by way of the most strenuous exigencies of the physical self a boxer can—sometimes—transcend the merely physical; he can, if he is lucky, be absolved of his mortality. The instinct is of course closely allied with the desire for fame and riches (those legendary champions with their purple Cadillacs!) but is not finally identical with it. If the boxing ring is an altar it is not an altar of sacrifice solely but one of consecration and redemption. Sometimes.

  





  Ring Around the Writers


  GEORGE PLIMPTON


  In the service of a good story, George Plimpton’s quarterbacked the Lions, teed it up at Cypress Point, minded net for the Boston Bruins, and pitched to Hall-of-Famers Richie Ashburn, Frank Robinson, and Ernie Banks—all with brilliantly humanizing and embarrassingly funny results. En route to his encounter between the ropes with former light-heavyweight champion Archie Moore, Plimpton went toe to toe—in these pages from Shadow Box—with the gloved exploits of an impressive stable of literary pugs, several of whom you’ll encounter in other pages of this volume.
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  A nother large class of persons who ventured into the ring against champion boxers was composed of authors. Ostensibly these writers had a reason for doing so: they wanted to go through the experience of confrontation in order to write about it. Perhaps the best known of the literary pugilistic amateurs was the author Paul Gallico—the famous chapter “The Feel” from his book Farewell to Sport was what inspired me to try my hand at participatory journalism—who as a cub reporter assigned to the training camp at Saratoga, N.Y., where Jack Dempsey was preparing for the Luis Firpo fight, persuaded the champion to go one round with him. He wanted to find out what it felt like to be in the ring with Dempsey. Gallico had never boxed before, but he felt that four years’ rowing in a Columbia racing shell would stand him in good physical stead. It did not at all. Dempsey, who quite simply did not like to have other people in the ring with him, stalked him and pole-axed him. “. . . a ripping in my head and the sudden blackness, and the next thing I knew, I was sitting on the canvas . . . with my legs collapsed under me, grinning idiotically. How often since have I seen that same silly, goofy look on the face of a dropped fighter . . . and understood it. I held on to the floor with both hands, because the ring and the audience outside were making a complete clockwise revolution, came to a stop, and went back again counterclockwise.”


  Even earlier than Gallico in the New York newspaper field was a journalist named Albert Payson Terhune, who subsequently became famous for his fiction about dogs, especially collies. For twenty-one years he was a reporter on the Pulitzer-owned New York Evening World (he started in 1894 at fifteen dollars a week). He scored a great journalistic coup when he happened to be on hand in June, 1906, to see Harry Thaw shoot Stanford White in the Madison Square Roof Garden. He rushed to a phone booth, and, bodily removing a man who was inside talking to his girlfriend, he phoned in to the paper what was then called a “flash,” which made the next editions.


  His managing editor at the World was a big, gruff, intensely disliked man named Nelson Hersh. Terhune was called into his office one day and asked to take on a somewhat unusual assignment for the feature page—to box three rounds against the six best heavyweights of the day and write about his experiences. The six were Jim Corbett, Kid McCoy, Gus Ruhlin, Jim Jeffries, Bob Fitzsimmons, and Tom Sharkey.


  Terhune jumped at the chance. He was an excellent amateur fighter (he had been trained as a youngster by an ex-fighter named Professor Mc-Dermott, the Daddy of Footwork); he was built like a heavyweight—six foot four and so strong that he was always called on to act as a pallbearer when a member of the Evening World staff died. Not only did he know most of the fighters he had been asked to box, but he had already sparred with some of them. He saw his assignment as an easy way of coming up with six good features for his paper.


  To his surprise, each of his opponents—even those he thought of as friends—really whacked him around. By the time he had finished with the six sparring matches, his left hand was broken, two teeth were gone, and his face was puffed and stitched. He said of the experience, “I used to limp back to the office in a deplorable condition to write my daily tale of the carnage.”


  What Terhune did not know was that Hersh, who hurried over to get a firsthand account of the day’s bloodletting every time his reporter staggered into the building, had been around to see each of the professional fighters in advance, offering a half-page feature story to the boxer who knocked Terhune out. Apparently, he wanted a story which truly described what it was like to be in the ring with a champion, no holds barred.


  Terhune eventually found out about the bribe (a staff member fessed up a year later) but there is no record that he went in and socked his managing editor around as a result. Certainly it was to his credit as a fighter that he never went down for good against any of the six, and perhaps it was enough compensation to remember what Corbett had told him after their set-to—that he was the best amateur in the country.


  Ernest Hemingway was, of course, an active boxer from his early newspaper days with the Kansas City Star. He sparred whenever he had the chance. Indeed, his friendship with F. Scott Fitzgerald supposedly evaporated as a result of an incident during a sparring session between Hemingway and the Canadian writer Morley Callaghan in the America Club following a lobster thermidor lunch at Prunier’s. Fitzgerald got so excited watching the proceedings that he let a round, which was supposed to last one minute, go four, at the end of which Hemingway got caught by a counterpunch and was dumped, bloodied, on his back on the canvas.


  One of the best men Hemingway sparred against was Tom Heeney, who fought Gene Tunney for the championship in 1928, just before Tunney’s retirement. Hemingway was fond of saying that his Heeney scuffles—which took place on the beach at Bimini—were so ferocious that finally Heeney said, “Hey, Ernie, the two of us ought to quit this . . . or get paid for what we’re doing.” The story got better with each telling. George Brown was predictably skeptical. Imagining the two of them on the beach, he laughed and said the only way Hemingway could have hit Heeney was if the professional got bogged down in the sand and couldn’t move. This could well have been the case. Heeney was very large indeed. Mary Hemingway told me once that years later she and her husband, driving up from Key West, had stopped in a bar Heeney was running in Miami at the time. Miss Mary had not met Heeney before. “He was an absolutely vast man,” she remembered. “I didn’t think he could have walked on a beach without dropping in. I had a trick at the time of being able to heft quite big men off the ground—sneaking up behind them, locking my arms around their middles, and hoisting them up an inch or so off the floor. I tried it on Heeney—he was deep in conversation with Ernest—but I couldn’t budge him . . . not even a millimeter. He was like a tree rooted to the floor. I’m not sure that he even noticed.”


  I had often heard a rumor that Hemingway had sparred with Tunney himself and had had such an ugly time that he never talked about it. I checked it out with Tunney’s son and I could see why. It happened at the Finca Vigia, Hemingway’s home outside Havana, where Hemingway was always trying to get Tunney, whenever he came to visit, to spar bare-fisted, especially if the two had polished off some of the frozen daiquiries that were brought out in a thermos from the Floridita Bar in town; Tunney would grumble and get up on occasion to do it, though mostly he looked up at Hemingway from his armchair and said no. He had once hurt Eddie Egan, the president of the New York State Boxing Commission, quite badly in a sparring session—Egan had hurt him with a sneaky punch, and he had retaliated and popped the commissioner with some exceedingly stiff shots and had damaged him—and he knew that the same sort of thing could happen with Hemingway.The problem was that neither Hemingway nor Egan knew how to spar; neither could resist taking advantage of an opening. There were amateurs Tunney enjoyed sparring with—Bernard F. Gimbel, my friend Peter’s father, and James Forrestal, among others—excellent exercise, shuffling around, half shadowboxing, half sparring—but the thought of fooling with Hemingway always made Tunney wince. Sure enough, on this occasion at the finca, the two began shuffling around the big living room, and Hemingway did what Tunney half expected: he threw a low punch, perhaps out of clumsiness, but it hurt. It outraged Tunney. He feinted his opponent’s guard down, and then threw a whistling punch, bringing it up just a millimeter short of Hemingway’s face, so that the fist and the ridge of bare knuckles completely filled the other’s field of vision, the punch arriving there almost instantaneously, so that immutable evidence was provided that if Tunney had let it continue its course, Hemingway’s facial structure—nose, cheekbones, front teeth, and the rest—would have snapped and collapsed inwardly, and Tunney looked down the length of his arm into Hemingway’s eyes and said, “Don’t you ever do that again!” This simple child-warning admonition was delivered with such venom and authority that on subsequent occasions at the finca, Hemingway would get up and look at his friend, and pad around, and Tunney could see that he had it on his mind to ask him to spar, but he never did.


  Among Hemingway’s contemporaries, A. J. Liebling, the great New Yorker writer (especially on the subjects of food and boxing), enjoyed sparring with professional fighters; indeed, he was a habitué at George Brown’s gym on Fifty-seventh Street, where he moved ponderously around on goutish legs but was possessed (according to Brown) of an excellent left hook when he could move himself into position, rather like a battleship jockeying around in a fjord, to throw it. He boxed Philadelphia Jack O’Brien on one occasion, and he wrote a lovely paragraph in his book on boxing, The Sweet Science, commemorating his membership in the brotherhood:


  “It is through Jack O’Brien, the Arbiter Elegantiarum Philadelphiae, that I trace my rapport with the historic past through the laying-on of hands. He hit me, for pedagogical example, and he had been hit by the great Bob Fitzsimmons, from whom he won the light-heavyweight title in 1906. Jack had a scar to show for it. Fitzsimmons had been hit by Corbett, Corbett by John L. Sullivan, he by Paddy Ryan, with the bare knuckles, and Ryan by Joe Goss, his predecessor, who as a young man had felt the fist of the great Jem Mace. It is a great thrill to feel that all that separates you from the early Victorians is a series of punches on the nose. I wonder if Professor Toynbee is as intimately attuned to his sources. The Sweet Science is joined onto the past like a man’s arm to his shoulder.”


  To my regret I had never met Mr. Liebling. He called me on the phone within an hour of my experience with Archie Moore (he had heard about it somehow)—finding me in the offices of Sports Illustrated, where I had gone to wind down. He wanted to know what had happened; he was glad I was interested in boxing, and he told me that he himself, after a long layoff, was going to start writing about boxing again for The New Yorker—the subject was one which he could not stay away from.


  If we had met in person I think I would have stared at his nose, which had been poked by Philadelphia Jack O’Brien, and I like to think that he would have looked briefly at mine—perhaps still bulbous from what Archie Moore had done to it—since it was by these respective appendages that we were both pegged onto that splendid genealogical tree that led back to Jem Mace.


  Of the writers of more contemporary times, Norman Mailer, of course, is an enthusiast. Mailer has sparred with a number of fighters, starting with an early father-in-law whose record in the professional ranks was 2 won and 2 lost, at which point his wife made him stop because in donnybrook fashion he either murdered his opponent (Norman reported) or was murdered, with neither condition endearing him to her.


  Mailer’s most exalted competition was Jose Torres, the world’s light-heavyweight champion in the mid-sixties. One summer in Vermont, when Torres had a house down the road, they sparred almost every day out on the front lawn—two-minute rounds, with a minute of rest. “Sometimes theywere one-minute rounds with two minutes of rest,” Mailer remembered. “Torres occasionally gave me a hole to hit through so I couldn’t get demoralized, but he didn’t like it. He said it made him feel wrong. So he made me work very hard . . . it was like boxing a puma.”


  Once, by accident, Mailer landed a right hand, which so excited Torres, the proud instructor, that he ran around the lawn shouting, “He hit me with a right, a right!”


  The two of them actually performed in public—on the Dick Cavett television show (Torres was promoting a book he had finished), on which Norman appeared wearing a somewhat frayed bathrobe over a sweatshirt and short pants. Torres, very fancily got up in what he would wear for a championship fight, got influenced by the public’s being on hand and hit Mailer in the stomach much harder than he intended, grimacing as soon as he had done so, much as one would dropping a vase, as if he expected Norman to disintegrate on the floor. Torres was so relieved that Mailer had withstood the punch that later he called up Cus D’Amato, the distinguished fight manager, and cried out, “Cus, I hit him hard in the stomach and he didn’t go down. Not hard, but hard.”


  There were others. Roger Donoghue, an excellent middleweight who cut his ring career short when an opponent with the sweet name Angel Flores died after a Madison Square Garden bout in 1951, had also sparred with Mailer. Donoghue liked his balance. He told me, “His hook off a jab isn’t too good, but he can hook off a participle.”


  “What’s that mean?” I asked.

  
   “Which means that he’s not bad, but he’s a much better writer.” 

  
  Donoghue had also gone four rounds with Budd Schulberg, the author of On the Waterfront and The Harder They Fall. Donoghue described Schulberg’s style as follows: “He gets very low to the ground, in a huddled sort of crouch, and he peers up at you over the rim of his gloves like a woodchuck looking out of a hole. It’s very hard to foul him. He looks at you sorrowfully, like he knew what you had in mind to do, and he feints you with his eyebrows.”





  from The Iliad


  HOMER


  Hardly anything is known for certain about Homer (c. 9th century B.C.) other than this: the guy had reach.


  The poet given credit for The Iliad and The Odyssey knew how to tell a story and understood the nuances of human nature. His canvas was huge, and his themes even larger: war, death, heroism, loyalty, love. Homer was nothing if not versatile.


  And, it can be argued, he was the ur-sportswriter. Since his epics—which scholars suggest were dispensed orally—are the foundations of Western literature, the chronicle that follows (translated by Robert Fitzgerald) of the boxing match between Epeios and Euryalos, is thus part of the first sports report that myth and history hand down to us.


  Here’s the scene. The Greeks and Trojans have been fighting for a decade, and Helen, whose abduction started the whole thing, still hasn’t been returned. Hector, the noble leader of the Trojan forces, has just killed Patroclus, the great friend of Achilles, the commander of the Greeks. Enraged with grief, Achilles seeks revenge. He kills Hector and desecrates his body.


  Then Homer inserts a time-out.


  Patroclus’ pyre must be built. His body must be laid to rest. And games must be held in his honor. That was the Greek way.


  Boxing is second on the day’s bill, right after the chariot race. Other events included wrestling, a footrace, archery, and the javelin.


  One more thing. Does Epeios’ prefight boast remind you of a more contemporary ringmaster?
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  “Well, carry on

  
  the funeral of your friend with competitions.

  
  This I take kindly, and my heart is cheered

  
  that you remember me as well disposed,

  
  remembering, too, the honor that is due me

  
  among Akhaians. May the gods

  
  in fitting ways reward you for it all.”


  Akhilleus bent his head to Nestor’s praise

  
  and then returned across the field of Akhaians.

  
  Now as first prize for the bruising fist fight

  
  he led a mule to tie it in the ring,

  
  a beast of burden, six years old, unbroken,

  
  that would be hard to break. And for the loser

  
  he set out a two-handled cup, then stood

  
  and said to the Argives:


  “Excellency, Agamémnon,

  
  and other Akhaians under arms, call

  
  on two of our most powerful men to try

  
  for these awards in boxing.


  The one Apollo helps to keep his feet—

  
  if all Akhaians will concede the winner—

  
  may take this working animal for his own,

  
  while a two-handled cup goes to the loser.”


  At this a huge man got to his feet at once,

  
  huge but compact, clever with his fists,

  
  Epeiós, a son of Panopeus.


  He laid hold of the stubborn mule and said:


  “Step up, one of you men, and take the cup!


  I think no other here will take the mule

  
  by whipping me. I’m best, I don’t mind saying.

  
  Enough to admit I’m second-rate at war;

  
  no man can be a master in everything.


  Here is my forecast, and it’s dead sure.


  I’ll open his face and crack his ribs. His friends

  
  should gather and stand by to take him off

  
  after my left and right have put him down.”


  At this they all grew silent. Eurýalos

  
  alone stood up to face him, well-built son

  
  of Lord Mêkisteus Talaïonidês,

  
  who in the old days came to Thebes when Oidipous

  
  had found his grave. At that time, Mêkisteus

  
  defeated all the Kadmeíans. His son

  
  had Diomêdês to attend him now

  
  and cheer him on, wishing him victory.


  First he cinched around him a fighter’s belt

  
  and then bound rawhide strips across his knuckles.

  
  Both men, belted, stepped into the ring

  
  and, toe to toe, let fly at one another,

  
  hitting solid punches. Heavy fists

  
  then milled together as they worked in close

  
  with a fierce noise of grinding jaws. Their bodies

  
  ran with sweat. Then Epeiós leapt out

  
  with a long left hook and smashed the other’s cheek

  
  as he peered out through puffed eyes. He could keep

  
  his feet no longer, but his legs gave way

  
  and down he went—the way a leaping fish

  
  falls backward in the offshore sea when north wind

  
  ruffles it down a beach littered with seawrack:

  
  black waves hide him. So the man left his feet

  
  and dropped at the blow. Gallantly Epeiós

  
  gave him a hand and pulled him up; his friends

  
  with arms around him helped him from the ring,

  
  scuffing his feet and spitting gouts of blood,

  
  his head helplessly rolling side to side.


  They sat him down, addled, among themselves,

  
  and took charge of the double-handled cup.

  





  The Fight


  WILLIAM HAZLITT


  Bernard Darwin, Charles’s golf-writing grandson and one of the fittest essayists of the 20th century, considered William Hazlitt (1778–1830) the finest writer he’d ever read. Period. As English majors can attest, Hazlitt was a master interpreter of Shakespeare, Wordsworth, and Coleridge. The guy also knew his fights. This 1822 account seems so contemporary that, as Herbert Warren Wind, another superb chronicler of the sporting scene, once noted, “the reader finds himself wondering if it might not be an inspired idea, the next time a big fight is scheduled, to run up to Picadilly and catch a stagecoach to the stadium.”
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  R eader, have you ever seen a fight? If not, you have a pleasure to come, at least if it is a fight like that between the Gas-man and Bill Neate. The crowd was very great when we arrived on the spot; open carriages were coming up, with streamers flying and music playing, and the country-people were pouring in over hedge and ditch in all directions, to see their hero beat or be beaten. The odds were still on Gas, but only about five to four. Gully had been down to try Neate, and had backed him considerably, which was a damper to the sanguine confidence of the adverse party. About two hundred thousand pounds were pending. The Gas says, he has lost £3000, which were promised him by different gentlemen if he had won. He had presumed too much on himself, which had made others presume on him. This spirited and formidable young fellow seems to have taken for his motto the old maxim, that “there are three things necessary to success in life— Impudence! Impudence! Impudence!” It is so in matters of opinion, but not in the Fancy, which is the most practical of all things, though even here confidence is half the battle, but only half. Our friend had vapoured and swaggered too much, as if he wanted to grin and bully his adversary out of the fight. The difference of weight between the two combatants (14 stone to 12) was nothing to the sporting men. Great, heavy, clumsy, long-armed Bill Neate kicked the beam in the scale of the Gas-man’s vanity. The amateurs were frightened at his big words, and thought that they would make up for the difference of six feet and five feet nine. Truly, the Fancy are not men of imagination. They judge of what has been, and cannot conceive of anything that is to be. The Gas-man had won hitherto; therefore he must beat a man half as big again as himself—that to a certainty. Besides, there are as many feuds, factions, prejudices, pedantic notions in the Fancy as in the state or in the schools. Mr. Cully is almost the only cool, sensible man among them, who exercises an unbiased discretion, and is not a slave to his passions in these matters. But enough of reflections, and to our tale.


  The day, as I have said, was fine for a December morning. The grass was wet, and the ground miry, and ploughed up with multitudinous feet, except that, within the ring itself, there was a spot of virgin-green closed in and unprofaned by vulgar tread, that shone with dazzling brightness in the midday sun. For it was now noon, and we had an hour to wait. This is the trying time. It is then the heart sickens, as you think what the two champions are about, and how short a time will determine their fate. After the first blow is struck, there is no opportunity for nervous apprehensions; you are swallowed up in the immediate interest of the scene—but



   “Between the acting of a dreadful thing 
And the first motion, all the interim is
Like a phantasma, or a hideous dream.”



  I found it so as I felt the sun’s rays clinging to my back, and saw the white wintry clouds sink below the verge of the horizon. “So,” I thought, “My fairest hopes have faded from my sight!—so will the Gas-man’s glory, or that of his adversary, vanish in an hour.”


  The swells were parading in their white box-coats, the outer ring was cleared with some bruises on the heads and shins of the rustic assembly (for the cockneys had been distanced by the sixty-six miles); the time drew near, I had got a good stand; a bustle, a buzz ran through the crowd, and from the opposite side entered Neate, between his second and bottle-holder. He rolled along swathed in his loose greatcoat, his knock-knees bending under his huge bulk; and, with a modest cheerful air, threw his hat into the ring. He then just looked round, and began quietly to undress; when from the other side there was a similar rush and an opening made, and the Gas-man came forward with a conscious air of anticipated triumph, too much like the cock-of-the-walk. He strutted about more than became a hero, sucked oranges with a supercilious air, and threw away the skin with a toss of his head, and went up and looked at Neate, which was an act of supererogation. The only sensible thing he did was, as he strode away from the modern Ajax, to fling out his arms, as if he wanted to try whether they would do their work that day.


  By this time they had stripped, and presented a strong contrast in appearance. If Neate was like Ajax, “with Atlantean shoulders, fit to bear” the pugilistic reputation of all Bristol, Hickman might be compared to Diomed, light, vigorous, elastic, and his back glistened in the sun, as he moved about, like a panther’s hide. There was now a dead pause—attention was awestruck. Who at that moment, big with a great event, did not draw his breath short—did not feel his heart throb? All was ready. They tossed up for the sun, and the Gas-man won. They were led up to the scratch—shook hands, and went at it.


  In the first round everyone thought it was all over. After making play a short time, the Gas-man flew at his adversary like a tiger, struck five blows in as many seconds, three first, and then following him as he staggered back, two more, right and left, and down he fell, a mighty ruin. There was a shout, and I said, “There is no standing this.” Neate seemed like a lifeless lump of flesh and bone, round which the Gas-man’s blows played with the rapidity of electricity or lightning, and you imagined he would only be lifted up to be knocked down again. It was as if Hickman held a sword or a fire in that right hand of his, and directed it against an unarmed body. They met again, and Neate seemed, not cowed, but particularly cautious. I saw his teeth clenched together and his brows knit close against the sun. He held out both his arms at full length straight before him, like two sledgehammers, and raised his left an inch or two higher. The Gas-man could not get over this guard—they struck mutually and fell, but without advantage on either side.


  It was the same in the next round, but the balance of power was thus restored—the fate of the battle was suspended. No one could tell how it would end. This was the only moment in which opinion was divided; for, in the next, the Gas-man aiming a mortal blow at his adversary’s neck, with his right hand, and failing from the length he had to reach, the other returned it with his left at full swing, planted a tremendous blow on his cheekbone and eyebrow, and made a red ruin of that side of his face. The Gas-man went down, and there was another shout—a roar of triumph as the waves of fortune rolled tumultuously from side to side. This was a settler. Hickman got up, and “grinned horrible a ghastly smile,” yet he was evidently dashed in his opinion of himself; it was the first time he had ever been so punished; all one side of his face was perfect scarlet, and his right eye was closed in dingy blackness, as he advanced to the fight, less confident, but still determined.


  After one or two more rounds, not receiving another such remembrancer, he rallied and went at it with his former impetuosity. But in vain. His strength had been weakened,—his blows could not tell at such a distance,—he was obliged to fling himself at his adversary, and could not strike from his feet; and almost as regularly as he flew at him with his right hand, Neate warded the blow, or drew back out of its reach, and felled with the return of his left. There was little cautious sparring—no half-hits—no tapping and trifling, none of the petit-maîtreship of the art—they were almost all knockdown blows:—the fight was a good stand-up fight. The wonder was the half-minute time. If there had been a minute or more allowed between each round, it would have been intelligible how they should by degrees recover strength and resolution; but to see two men smashed to the ground, smeared with gore, stunned, senseless, the breath eaten out of their bodies; and then, before you recover from the shock, to see them rise up with new strength and courage, stand ready to inflict or receive mortal offense, and rush upon each other “like two clouds over the Caspian”—this is the most astonishing thing of all—this is the high and heroic state of man! From this time forward the event became more certain every round; and about the twelfth it seemed as if it must have been over.


  Hickman generally stood with his back to me; but in the scuffle, he had changed positions, and Neate just then made a tremendous lunge at him, and hit him full in the face. It was doubtful whether he would fall backwards or forwards; he hung suspended for a second or two, and then fell back, throwing his hands in the air, and with his face lifted up to the sky. I never saw anything more terrific than his aspect just before he fell. All traces of life, of natural expression, were gone from him. His face was like a human skull, a death’s head, spouting blood. The eyes were filled with blood, the nose streamed with blood, the mouth gaped blood. He was not like an actual man, but like a preternatural, spectral appearance, or like one of the figures in Dante’s Inferno.


  Yet he fought on after this for several rounds, still striking the first desperate blow, and Neate standing on the defensive, and using the same cautious guard to the last, as if he had still all his work to do; and it was not till the Gas-man was so stunned in the seventeenth or eighteenth round, that his senses forsook him, and he could not come to time, that the battle was declared over.


  Ye who despise the Fancy, do something to shew as much pluck, or as much self-possession as this, before you assume a superiority which you have never given a single proof of by any one action in the whole course of your lives!—When Gas-man came to himself, the first words he uttered were, “Where am I? What is the matter, Tom,—you have lost the battle, but you are the bravest man alive.” And Jackson whispered to him, “I am collecting a purse for you, Tom.”—Vain sounds, and unheard at that moment! Neate instantly went up and shook him cordially by the hand, and seeing some old acquaintance, began to flourish with his fists, calling out, “Ah, you always said I couldn’t fight—What do you think now?” But all in good humor, and without any appearance of arrogance; only it was evident Bill Neate was pleased that he had won the fight.


  When it was over, I asked Cribb if he did not think it was a good one? He said, “Pretty well!” The carrier-pigeons now mounted into the air, and one of them flew with the news of her husband’s victory to the bosom of Mrs. Neate. Alas, for Mrs. Hickman!

  





  “I Decide to Give Up Fighting”


  DANIEL MENDOZA


  At five foot seven, 160 pounds, Daniel Mendoza (1764–1836) was, by design, a natural middleweight who carried himself more like a heavyweight in several respects. Indeed, for three years at the end of the 18th century, he held the British heavyweight title, then equivalent to the heavyweight championship of the world. From there, his story just gets more interesting.


  Mendoza was a man who could claim many firsts for himself. He was the first champ to pen his reminiscences—The Memoirs of the Life of Daniel Mendoza, in 1826, and the first to practice a sweet science emphasizing ring savvy over brute force. His 1787 volume, The Art of Boxing, was the sport’s first real training manual. He was also the first Jew to fight for the title, the first Jew to wear the crown, and the first Jew ever to talk with King George III, though, given what we now know about the mad monarch, that doesn’t seem like much to brag about. In 1954, “The Light of Israel” joined the inaugural class of inductees into the Boxing Hall of Fame.


  A noted raconteur and a natural performer who regularly turned to the stage to supplement his income as a boxer and boxing instructor, Mendoza certainly knew how to work a crowd. Especially, as is evident at the end of this excerpt from his Memoirs, if that crowd included a young royal sparring partner. As a fighter and a presence, Mendoza—like another remarkable champion some two centuries later—had a keen understanding of the theatricality of a given moment.
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  T he attention of sporting men and amateurs was excited, in an eminent degree, towards the contest, which was now speedily expected to take place, according to appointment between Mr. Ward and myself.


  As I had, at the conclusion of the last contest with Mr. Humphreys, publicly declared my intention of engaging in no more pitched battles, no small surprise was excited at my departing from this resolution, for the purpose of engaging with one, who seemed likely to prove a successful opponent: my conduct in this instance appeared very mysterious,—to risque the ruin of the fame I had already acquired, by engaging in a contest which appeared almost impossible to terminate in my favor, and this too, after having made the public declaration before mentioned, appeared an act of the highest imprudence, indeed almost of madness, and such it was considered by most of my friends, who, though they had hitherto readily accepted such bets, as had at different times been offered, concerning my success in the various battles in which I had engaged, came forward very reluctantly on the present occasion, and the bets at this time were generally six or seven to four against me.


  This contest was, however, prevented from being decided at the time and place first intended, in consequence of the following notice being published in the newspapers.


 
    “Margate, June 11, 1791.


  Whereas a boxing match, between Mendoza and Ward, has been announced, in several public papers for next Wednesday for 15th instant, I am directed by the mayor of Dover (under whose jurisdiction this place is) to take the necessary steps to prevent the same; this is therefore to give notice, that the said meetings, or any other of the kind, will not be suffered to take place, within this parish.


  Francis Cobb, Deputy.”





  It was afterwards settled we should fight at Hounslow, but we were again prevented, for a magistrate, on being apprised of the circumstance, repaired to the place, attended by a party of soldiers, and having desired the people to disperse, proceeded to read the riot act, and then declared his determination of waiting no longer than an hour before he employed the assistance of the military, to effect by force what, he observed, could not otherwise be accomplished. He accordingly took out his watch, and observed the time very minutely: after some while had elapsed, during which, the populace seemed, notwithstanding his menaces, to have increased rather than diminished, he went again to pull out his watch with the intention of seeing how the time went, when lo! a terrible disaster occurred. Some wicked fellow had taken a fancy to the worship’s watch, as well as to the riot-act, and had taken the liberty of stealing them both. This will not certainly be deemed an unfortunate event, as it was the cause of the soldiers not being ordered to act, and perhaps some bloodshed was thereby prevented, for the magistrate was completely at a loss what to do—to borrow a watch was impossible, no person could be induced to lend one for such a purpose; at length he retired from the scene in disgust. The battle, however, was prevented, and was not fought till some weeks afterwards, when it took place at Swithin Bottom near Croydon.


  At setting to, the bets were considerably against me, and my friends appeared very apprehensive of my being defeated, but contrary to their fears, and the general expectation of the sporting world, I came off completely victorious, after a contest of twenty-six minutes, in the course of which I received but one blow of material consequence, this was in the neck, just under the right ear, and happened soon after the commencement of the contest; the effect at the moment was so powerful as to deprive me of my senses, but in the course of a few seconds I recovered, and was enabled to set to again with unabated vigor, and finally to gain a complete victory over my antagonist, who at the conclusion of the battle, was so much overpowered, that he was unable to move, and was absolutely obliged to be carried off the stage by his second.


  The expectations of my opponent’s friends were, in this instance, completely disappointed. They had imagined his success so certain, that, in the gaiety of their hearts, they could not forbear exulting at the prospect of a contest, which would crown him with new laurels, and check, forever, the aspiring hopes of a rival, whose defeat would yield them the highest triumph. They treated “my presumption in daring to engage with so superior an antagonist” as they considered Mr. Ward to be, with derision and contempt. My opponent himself seemed animated with the same sentiments, and elated at the idea of gaining an easy conquest. I well recollect being asked, at the commencement of the contest, whether I had brought my coffin with me. Such was the contemptuous manner in which my opponent and his friends were pleased to treat so humble an individual as myself. The disappointment and chagrin of Mr. Ward’s friends at the contest terminating so differently from what they expected, was beyond description.


  For my own part, I gained more honor than money by this battle. In defeating an opponent of such superior strength, I exceeded the expectation of the most sanguine of my friends, and had the honor of coming off victorious in a contest with an antagonist whom Johnson could not beat, but as my friends had been very reluctant to accept bets on the occasion, the money gained was but trifling: I won, however, a small sum, which I staked on the contest.


  A few weeks after my return to town, I had again the misfortune to experience very ill health, and, in consequence of my indisposition, was obliged to relinquish for many months the exercise of my profession. This was a very great loss to me, and I now felt most forcibly the precarious nature of a profession dependant solely on my own exertions. I was unable to attend my scholars, and, at the same time was paying a very high rent for my house and living at a very great expense.


  When my health was improving, I frequently used to indulge myself with excursions into the country for the purpose of taking the air. On one of those occasions, I went for a few days to Windsor, and, during my stay in that town, had the honor of being introduced to a great personage. This happened, one evening on the terrace, where I was walking, and was suddenly surprised at being accosted by a nobleman, who, in a very abrupt manner, mentioned his intention of introducing me to His Majesty. He had scarcely spoken when the King, attended by some lords in waiting, approached the spot, upon which, I was introduced, and had a long conversation with His Majesty, who made many ingenious remarks on the pugilistic art, such as might naturally be expected to be made by a person of so comprehensive a mind and such transcendent abilities, as that illustrious personage is generally believed to possess! Before I quitted the terrace, the Princess Royal (now queen of Wirtemberg) brought one of the younger branches of the royal family to me, and asked my permission (which I of course readily granted) for this young gentleman to strike me a blow, in order that he might have to boast at a subsequent opportunity of having at an early period of his life, struck a professed pugilist on Windsor terrace.





  The Higher Pragmatism


  O. HENRY


  An O. Henry story—think “The Gift of the Magi,” “The Ransom of Red Chief,” “After Twenty Years,” and “The Last Leaf ”—demands an O. Henry ending, and William C. Porter (1862–1910) naturally supplied one for this C. Porter (1862–1910) naturally supplied one for this boxing yarn published a year before his death.
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  Say,” said Mack, “tell me one thing—can you hand out the dope to other girls? Can you chin ’em and make matinee eyes at ’em and squeeze ’em? You know what I mean. You’re just shy when it comes to this particular dame—the professional beauty—ain’t that right?” “In a way you have outlined the situation with approximate truth,” I admitted.


  “I thought so,” said Mack grimly. “Now, that reminds me of my own case. I’ll tell you about it.”


  I was indignant, but concealed it. What was this loafer’s case or anybody’s case compared with mine? Besides, I had given him a dollar and ten cents.


  “Feel my muscle,” said my companion suddenly, flexing his biceps. I did so mechanically. The fellows in gyms are always asking you to do that. His arm was hard as cast iron.


  “Four years ago,” said Mack, “I could lick any man in New York outside of the professional ring. Your case and mine is just the same. I come from the West Side—between Thirteenth and Fourteenth—I won’t give the number on the door. I was a scrapper when I
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