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INTRODUCTION

Ted Carroll (1904–1973)
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Ted Carroll with a cartoon portrait of himself, gifted to him by friend and fellow artist Burris Jenkins Jr. Ebony magazine profile (December 1959), courtesy of the Ford Foundation, J. Paul Getty Trust, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, and Smithsonian Institution



For more than thirty-five years, Ted Carroll contributed to The Ring magazine, widely regarded in its day as the most prominent and influential of all boxing publications. As well as writing a regular column discussing virtually every aspect of the sweet science, Carroll was a hugely talented illustrator. His detailed drawings and matchless cartoons captured a kaleidoscope of boxing personalities and events. Respected and admired by the best sports journalists and illustrators of his era, Carroll enjoyed close contact with some of the greatest pugilists of the time. He counted among his friends and acquaintances Jack Dempsey, Sugar Ray Robinson, and Joe Louis. Despite these credentials, however, Ted Carroll has been forgotten by all but a handful of boxing historians.

Though fleeting references to Carroll and his work appear in a tiny number of boxing books, his major contribution to sports journalism has generally been overlooked where it has not been entirely ignored. Even the autobiography of the legendary Nat Fleischer—founder and editor of The Ring for fifty years from its first appearance in 1922—makes no mention at all of Carroll, for all that the two men were close colleagues for almost four decades.1 Indeed, there are only three publications devoted solely to Carroll: an illustrated article carried by Ebony magazine in December 1959, followed in March 1960 by three short letters to the editor; his obituary published in the August 1973 issue of The Ring; and in 2013 an online entry in the Observer Category of the International Boxing Hall of Fame’s website. None of them run to more than a page of text; and the Hall of Fame entry itself essentially repeats the obituary, even as it acknowledges the Ebony portrait. A book on Pioneering Cartoonists of Colour devotes a grand total of four sentences to Carroll.2

EARLY LIFE

Theodore (Ted, Teddy) Carroll was born on July 6, 1904, to parents Jesse and Elizabeth. Along with his brother, John, he grew up in the Greenwich Settlement area of New York. The locale, close to Greenwich Village, was known as the old American quarter. As described by John Hansan, citing the Handbook of Settlements, 1911, its outward signs were “the small three-story house, the small shop, the picturesque and winding streets; and, permeating all, the note of torpor and decay.”3 But crowding into the old district, continued the Handbook, “come great factories, with swarms of working people, and taking the place of the old private dwelling the new five-story tenement with stores on the ground floor, often as an improvement on the mouldy building it replaces, though frequently also introducing an overcrowding, hitherto foreign to this quarter. . . . The population is American in the sense of being second and third generation Irish, with some Germans, a growing army of Italian incomers and a group of colored people.” Gerald McFarland’s finely observed Inside Greenwich Village: A New York City Neighborhood, 1898–1918 puts the number of African Americans living in the area at the turn of the twentieth century at about 1,200.4

In 1917, when Carroll was thirteen, Greenwich Settlement House, with which he retained ties well into the 1930s, opened an arts school. The original Art Committee, as recorded in the Tamiment Library Archives, included renowned artists like Daniel Chester French, John Sloan, James Fraser, and Guy Pene du Bois, soon bestowing on Greenwich House a reputation as a leading center of fine arts education and production.5 Carroll, though, graduated from the High School of Commerce, not the arts school. He nonetheless showed an early interest in sketching and painting and subsequently applied to the Arts Student League but failed to gain entry.

A voracious reader and an autodidact, Carroll steeped himself in classical literature—“the old writers,” as one friend had it—spending many pleasant hours discussing authors such as Samuel Johnson and Samuel Boswell, Oliver Goldsmith, Charles Dickens, and William Faulkner. His work was peppered with references to Shakespeare, Melville, and other writers too numerous to mention. “There are two requisites for success in the specialised profession of sports cartooning,” the Ebony article insisted, “a passion for drawing and an ardent love of sports. Ted Carroll possesses both these qualities in abundance.”6 The fact that Carroll was very largely self-taught—the influence of fellow illustrators and friends like Tad Dorgan and Bob Edgren notwithstanding—makes his artistic ability in terms of technique, simplicity of composition, sense of perspective, and range across different mediums quite extraordinary. As an artist, observed historian Tim Jackson, Carroll “never employed the negative blackface images often used for comic relief in other sports cartoons of the era, including sports comics drawn by Black illustrators.”7 In 1972, one year before Carroll’s death, his close friend and colleague at The Ring Dan Daniel recommended that Howard University bestow an honorary degree on Carroll, but this was never acted upon. In September of that same year, Carroll and two other members of The Ring’s staff were awarded silver medals by the New York Boxing Writers Association.

Carroll’s career as a professional artist and journalist—his talent showcased in depictions of horse racing, baseball, golf, cycling, motorsports, and especially boxing—began in his early twenties. From 1926 to 1933, he was a regular illustrator for the Brooklyn Daily Times, a popular weekday newspaper of the day. From 1933 to 1937, he also contributed to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, and it is likely that his output during this time was what brought him to the attention of Fleischer and The Ring. His first illustrated article in the “Bible of Boxing” appeared in June 1936. Jackson’s claim that The Ring carried a cartoon by Carroll in 1924 “to honour African American athletes who competed in the Summer Olympic Games” is without foundation.

CAREER AT THE RING

Although it is occasionally asserted that Ted Carroll worked for The Ring almost from its very first issue in February 1922, this is not true. His written columns for the magazine only started appearing in the mid-1930s. Published in June 1936, his debut article, “Fighters Who Fight,” celebrated lightweight champion Tony Canzoneri’s willingness to take on the toughest opponents around. Over nearly four decades to follow, Carroll would contribute more than a million words to The Ring, spread over some four hundred articles, columns, and commentaries. During the same period, he produced several thousand illustrations and graphic accompaniments. One of the first major works that he illustrated was Black Dynamite (1938–1947), Nat Fleischer’s five-volume study of the history of black American boxers.

Starting with his first column in The Ring in 1936 to his final article published toward the end of 1972, Carroll’s authoritative voice, invariably infused with a gentle wit, addressed just about every aspect of the sport he loved. Whether focusing on individual fighters or examining thematic issues that shaped the wider landscape of the sweet science, his contributions over the years built up a rich, complex, and comprehensive history of the art and business of boxing. No leading boxer escaped his attention. From his typewriter flowed portraits of Jack Johnson, Joe Gans, Jack Dempsey, Joe Louis, Billy Conn, Henry Armstrong, Sugar Ray Robinson, Jimmy Wilde, Ted Driscoll, Ruby Goldstein, Tommy Loughran, Mickey Walker, Benny Leonard, Al Singer, Rocky Graziano, Gene Tunney, Max Schmeling, Rocky Marciano, and Harry Greb, among myriad others. Rising stars and foreign threats were frequent topics. Heavyweight challenger Bob Pastor was singled out for attention in 1937, as was Tommy Farr, who went the distance in Joe Louis’s first championship defense. Seen as a serious opponent for light-heavyweight champ Joey Maxim, former sailor and colorful contender Bob Murphy featured in a 1951 article, “Avast, Belay, Now Comes Murphy to Blow ’Em Down.” Come-backing former middleweight champion Englishman Randy Turpin was closely scrutinized in September 1953. Many similar contributions followed. “How Good is Liston?” asked an article in October 1963, after Sonny Boy had demolished Patterson in less than three minutes for the second time, and in May 1970, Carroll wondered if hard-hitting Reuben Olivares was the “best bantam of all.”

Some of Carroll’s best works focused on the achievements and storied histories of specific national and ethnic groups. From Germans and Italians, through Jews and Irishmen, to British and Filipino fighters, African and Central European boxers, and more, Carroll gave everyone their just due. African American boxers, the focus of articles such as “Sepian Sockers Supreme” or “Negro Ring Achievements Unequalled,” featured prominently. As compelling were his accounts of the fistic fame enjoyed by different US states and neighborhoods. Starting with New York, Carroll worked his way through New Jersey, California, New York again, Jersey fighters for the second time, Hometown Prides, Philadelphia, California, Texas, and Louisiana.

Carroll’s writing also looked at the different weight divisions and at every imaginable aspect of the fight scene. Mixed up with “Bantams in Favour,” “Featherweight Class Tops,” “Welters Busiest Class,” and “Middleweights Rule the Roost,” among others, were articles on training methods, secrets of hitting, different fighting styles, humorous poems mildly mocking sporting foibles, the “fistic follies” and “silly symphonies” of the year just passed, fighting or sitting tight, the role of managers, the impact of TV, one fight too many, boxing playboys, fickle fate, and southpaw favorites. All of them were executed with wonderful clarity and exceptional erudition. Nor did he avert his gaze from the violence at boxing’s core. “Do Fans Make Brutality?” asked Carroll in July 1962, shortly after welterweight champion Benny Paret was killed in the ring. The last article he wrote was published in The Ring’s November 1972 issue. Fittingly, it was called “Marciano, Pep Brilliant Stars of Italian Descent in Our American Galaxy.”

Professionally active in a time and place when racial stereotypes were pervasive, Carroll’s work was notable not only for its range but also for its balance. Described in his midfifties by Ebony magazine as a “greying, genial New Yorker” and by Dan Daniel as “a man of unruffled temper,” Carroll invariably brought these qualities to bear in his writing.8 His greatest single written work was his The American Black Man and Boxing series. Spread over seven issues of The Ring between October 1969 and April 1970, these articles covered the history of black boxers’ contributions to the sport and the meanings of this for American society. Unlike Fleischer’s own narrowly conceived study written thirty years earlier, Carroll was at pains to look beyond the confines of the square circle and place black boxers in a wider societal context.

The Ring itself understood that the series was something special. Exceptionally, the first of Carroll’s articles was prefaced by an explanation of the forthcoming series’ significance. “Demands made on many American colleges to set up courses in the history of the American Negro, and his achievements in literature, commerce, invention, entertainment, the professions and boxing have met with widespread responses,” the magazine explained to its readers. “Approached on the subject of the Black Man and boxing, The Ring decided to make an admittedly tardy summation of the Negro’s place in the Sour Science, from Bill Richmond to Joe Frazier and Jimmy Ellis.” This was the start of a series dealing with black achievements in boxing, declared Boxing’s Bible, “written and illustrated by the most competent man for the job, nationally famous cartoonist-writer, Ted Carroll.”9 “The Ring is certain,” continued the editorial endorsement, “that as this series expands, it will offer interesting information and hitherto undisclosed revelations for all readers of this magazine.” Dan Daniel, for one, was in no doubt that the series was worthy of preservation as a book. “It was a complete, painstaking job,” he wrote, “full of evidence that he had researched his subject to the limit.”10
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Carroll’s talent was such that he could master multiple illustrative styles. The Ring (June 1949)



OTHER WORK

In addition to his output for The Ring, Carroll also produced various works, mostly illustrative, for a range of projects and companies. According to the Ebony article, his first published cartoon appeared in the New York Bulletin. In 1935 and again the following year, he contributed a series of cartoons to the Post Boxing Record Sports Annual, published and edited by John J. Romano. With Carroll’s name on the front cover of both editions, the 1936 issue was notable for including what was his first full-page illustration of Joe Louis, a fighter to whom Carroll devoted a lot of attention over the remainder of his life. The collections also provide multiple examples of his skill as a sporting artist, with his renderings of horse racing and professional cycling showing a particular flair for capturing action shots.

In April 1947, Carroll released his first major publication since returning from active service. It was a project he had been working on since before the war, he told a local newspaper. This was Ring Career: Jack Dempsey; Joe Louis, a pictorial account of the life and times of iconic heavyweight champions Jack Dempsey and Joe Louis. Containing a foreword by renowned New York journalist Dan Parker, Ring Career underscored Carroll’s remarkable talents as both an illustrator and a writer. Demonstrating a mastery of the popular genre of comic-book panels, Carroll detailed the lives and careers of the two fighters acclaimed by many fans as the best heavyweights ever to win boxing’s greatest prize. Up until Carroll completed The American Black Man and Boxing series some twenty years later, this illustrated book, containing more than four hundred individual drawings, was his only substantial work based solely on his own text and illustrations. Describing Carroll as possessing “a talent unsurpassed in the field of sports cartooning,” Parker’s glowing foreword insisted that the book represented the “pinnacle” of Carroll’s professional career.11 The 1959 feature in Ebony magazine speaks of Carroll working on another two books, one of which was a collection of sketches of New York City. It is unclear, however, whether these works were ever completed.

At the same time, Carroll took on a variety of projects for other companies and institutions in and around New York City. For many years, he did publicity illustrations for Madison Square Garden, enjoying a close personal acquaintance with Harry Markson, the senior executive in charge of the Garden’s boxing operations from the late 1950s onward and, after 1968, its president. A capable painter as well as sketch artist, Carroll supplied illustrations and paintings of horse racing for Roosevelt Raceway, a popular motorway racetrack that was also home to horse races between 1940 and 1988. Toward the very end of his career, Carroll turned his attention to painting past equine “stars of the turf.” A series of these paintings were displayed at the Aqueduct track, where, according to Daniel, they drew much favorable comment. Available for all to see at popular and crowded venues, these drawings and paintings by Carroll must have been enjoyed over the years by hundreds of thousands of sports fans.

Other media outlets also featured Carroll’s works. These were always associated with sporting events, as he was notorious for turning down lucrative commercial art commissions in nonsports fields. As far as Carroll was concerned, they lacked the color and the excitement of sports: “He especially likes the personalities of the sports world,” reported Ebony magazine.12 By the late 1950s, Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) News was buying dozens of cartoons from him each year for onward distribution to newspapers and magazines across the nation. Carroll would occasionally meet with Irv Kaze, a prominent CBS sports executive and radio host, often enough under the gaze of a Carroll cartoon hanging on a wall in the company’s main headquarters. Such was Carroll’s talent that he also supplied drawings for journalists working in New York City. From 1958, he furnished illustrations for the regular columns of Dan Parker, the New York Mirror’s hugely influential sports editor and columnist. They had known each other for many years, Parker writing the foreword to Carroll’s study of Dempsey and Louis and bringing his considerable weight to bear when Carroll was discriminated against in his professional career. Another of Carroll’s close newspaper friends was Jimmy Cannon, the New York Journal-American’s famous sportswriter born, like Carroll, in the neighborhood of Greenwich Village.
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A distinctive aspect of Carroll’s artistic style was his ability to capture movement and action. The Ring (June 1955)



PERSONAL LIFE

Carroll worked as a professional illustrator almost continuously from his early twenties onward. The only gap in this record, before illness made it impossible for him to carry on during the last months of his life in 1973, was caused by World War II. Drafted in late 1942 or early 1943, Carroll spent the next four years in the US military. Although Dan Parker remarked of Carroll that he “felt a sense of personal pride as I followed his rise from the rank of buck private to a first lieutenancy in the Air Corps,” a rather different slant was provided by Dan Daniel.13 Carroll, he observed, did not particularly enjoy his time in uniform.14 That he nonetheless rose to the rank of first lieutenant suggests a keen sense of duty and responsibility, despite the fact that American forces were racially segregated for the duration.

Once in the armed forces, Carroll was unable to write and draw regularly for The Ring. After his final contribution in December 1942, he only published intermittently over the next two years: in March, July, and November of 1943 and in May and June of 1944. After the latter date, Carroll wrote nothing more for the magazine until February 1947. Some of his older cartoons were occasionally reprinted, however, but only to illustrate the work of other contributors.

In his younger days, Carroll was regarded as an above-average athlete. He was good at basketball, spending time coaching local youngsters. In 1939, Carroll was helped by two sporting greats—former heavyweight champion James J. Braddock and baseball all-time star Joe Di Maggio, whom he particularly admired—to set up a basketball program at Greenwich Settlement House. As the Settlement House team coach, a serious-looking Carroll was photographed with these two sports stars. Carroll’s coaching success also had an impact on college and professional basketball, as he helped Frank McGuire launch his own successful coaching career.

A lifelong bachelor, Ted Carroll was said to have “numberless” friends and contacts. He enjoyed the respect and admiration of his professional contemporaries in a hugely talented cohort of sketch artists and illustrators that included Burris Jenkins Jr., Tom Paprocky, Willard Mullin, Rd Hughes, Tad Dorgan, and Bob Edgren. Carroll was particularly close to Jenkins and Paprocky, nearcontemporaries and artists whom he greatly admired. One of his most cherished possessions was a large cartoon of himself drawn by Burris Jenkins Jr. Carroll returned the compliment, in his turn drawing one of Jenkins, captioned “World’s greatest sports cartoonist.” So close was the bond between Carroll and Jenkins Jr. that in 1942 the former organized a party in honor of his friend. Held in Harlem just before mass mobilization put a stop to similar gatherings of the great and the good, prominent among those invited were Joe Louis and Sugar Ray Robinson and the writer Dan Burley. A photograph subsequently published in Ebony magazine showed a beaming Carroll seated next to Sugar Ray, with Burris Jenkins and Joe Louis to his immediate left.

Inside the world of boxing, Carroll was on familiar terms with a number of notable figures in and around New York City. He counted Sugar Ray Robinson as a friend, spoke to Jack Johnson in Nat Fleischer’s company, and conversed with Jack Dempsey and Benny Leonard on several occasions. He was a close acquaintance of Jimmy Bronson, an ex-manager and agent, and appears to have been in regular contact with Charley Rose, a larger-than-life Broadway character and fight personality, given the number of times Carroll directly quoted their conversations in his columns for The Ring. “I miss the guy terribly,” said Harry Markson on learning of Carroll’s death. “He was a rare man, a great artist.”15 Years previously, Markson had written to Ebony magazine, congratulating its staff on the feature they had published on Carroll, “Sports Cartoonist.” “Quite apart from his considerable talents as a cartoonist, Mr Carroll has a vast knowledge of sports, both major and minor,” wrote Markson, “He is also a good friend and I am happy to call him one.”16 On the staff of The Ring itself, Carroll’s best friend was associate editor Dan Daniel, author of Carroll’s 1973 obituary.

In a short but moving piece, Daniel wrote warmly and fondly of his relationship with Carroll, quirkily observing in passing that “all of his life Teddy wore bow ties.” They had known each other long enough to have spent countless hours discussing “mostly not fights and fighters, but literature.” A shared love of sport certainly came into it, though. Daniel knew that for Carroll, Joe Di Maggio was the “No.1 ballplayer”; Ken Strong of NYU and the New York Giants were his American football favorites; and Bob Pettit and Bob Cousy were his basketball heroes. But boxing was Carroll’s absorbing interest. “Fighters are mostly meek men trying to make it the hard way,” he mused in Daniel’s company one day. “Meek men, but they are endowed with a world of courage. Fighting is the toughest dollar in sports.”17 Carroll thought the greatest pound-for-pound boxer had to be Sugar Ray Robinson, once welterweight title holder and five-times middleweight champion, though he believed that featherweight marvel Willie Pep was the cleverest.

When asked along with other members of The Ring staff in 1951 to name in successive issues the strangest punch, the most appealing camera shot, the most dramatic upset, the oddest incident, the funniest moment, forgotten men, and the most thrilling single round of boxing he had ever seen, Carroll came up with a connoisseur’s offering. The strangest punch was yoga-devotee Lou Nova’s “cosmic punch,” which the challenger claimed would bring about Joe Louis’s downfall. Baffled denizens of Jacobs Beach, that stretch of Broadway occupied by the fight mob, pronounced it “cosmetic,” no punch at all as it turned out. The most appealing photograph was one taken in 1931 of Sam Langford and the original Joe Walcott, twenty-seven years after their famous 1904 bout. Still looking in pretty good shape, the old fighters had little to show for their long ring campaigns. Hard to look at the picture, Carroll felt, without regret that here were a couple of guys born just fifty years too soon.

The most dramatic upset for Carroll was light heavyweight sensation Jimmy Slattery’s defeat by Dave Shade in 1925. Only nineteen, Slattery had twice beaten Jack Delaney, himself an outstanding fighter. Slattery was regarded then as Ray Robinson was later. Shade, by contrast, was a light-hitting welterweight served up to fatten Slattery’s record. To the partisan crowd’s amazement, Shade, fighting out of a crouch, twice nailed Slattery in the third round with a looping right, the second time putting him down and out. Carroll, who watched the contest from the bleachers, believed that no fight result ever surprised onlookers more. The oddest incident? When Jack Sharkey tried to leave the ring in a fit of pique after the referee allowed Primo Carnera to continue despite the Boston Gob’s insistence that Da Preem had actually been counted out, only to be blocked from doing so by Johnny Buckley, his manager. Reading his eccentric fighter’s mind, Buckley, a short fat man, saved Sharkey from disqualification by jumping onto the ring apron and turning him back. On Columbus Day, 1931, Sharkey was the eventual winner over fifteen rounds.

Carroll’s choice of funniest moment could only have come from someone possessed of his wry humor and deep knowledge of boxing lore. Serving as a referee after his retirement, all-time great lightweight champion Battling Nelson, the “Durable Dane,” brought his career as the third man in New York rings to an abrupt end
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