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THE AUTHOR


Graeme Kent has written fourteen novels, over a hundred non-fiction books, prize-winning stage and television plays and hundreds of radio scripts. His books have been published in over 20 different countries. He has been a BBC producer and as a freelance journalist he has written for many national newspapers and magazines. His boxing history book The Great White Hopes was short-listed for the William Hill Sports Book of the Year award.




INTRODUCTION


The first professional boxer I ever saw in the ring was a Canadian lightweight called Danny Webb. My father took me to see him box an exhibition bout at a small hall in Portsmouth towards the end of the Second World War. I was thrilled by the ambience of it all, the clang of the bell, the rattle of buckets in the corner, the shuffle of feet on canvas, the slap of the gloves and the stentorian, rhythmic breathing of the contestants. I also heard the first of thousands of boxing clichés, too many of which I was later to use professionally, when Webb’s opponent trudged back to his corner at the end of a torrid round and muttered disconsolately through swollen lips, ‘He’s boxing clever!’


My next contact with the ring occurred several years later when Bob Parkin’s boxing booth started to visit Southsea Common every summer. It was little more than a tent, with a false front and a startlingly unrealistic painting on a wooden board of Joe Louis fighting Tommy Farr, flapping in the wind above a stage on which the fighters paraded.


Although it was 60 years ago, I can still remember vividly the boxers on that platform. Pat Mulcahy, introduced as the middleweight, light heavyweight and heavyweight champion of Ireland; Len Davies, a battle-scarred Welsh featherweight; Berry Reed, a Jamaican middleweight, and Sam Johnson, a hulking black heavyweight.


Admittance to the booth was two shillings with a sometimes-affordable half-price for children. Members of the crowd were invited to try to last six rounds with the booth fighter for a prize of five pounds. My father was bringing up a family on just about half of this amount in 1948, so it was a fair offer to recently demobilised young hopefuls looking for work.


The fights and fighters varied in intensity. Mulcahy, resplendent in mauve trunks, was smooth and economical, ducking, slipping, with a tolerant, seen-it-all smile, sliding easily along the ropes. In the final rounds, however, he would change from an affable Dr Jekyll to a clinical Mr Hyde, usually producing a stunning unexpected knockout punch to end the contest.


Davies was altogether sadder and grittier; you suspected that he had secret sorrows. He first introduced me to the concept that some of the booth bouts must have been arranged so that the novice challenger could last long enough to make a fight of it for the patrons. One night, a contender got through with a lucky punch and opened a cut among the network of tired scar tissue above the Welshman’s eye. The blow had a startling effect. Not only had Davies been hurt, he probably realised that the injury would mean a couple of weeks off work and a resultant loss of wages. He dabbed at the cut with the thumb of his glove and then before he could prevent himself, he stopped coasting and rammed two violent hooks on to the jaw of his opponent, sending the unfortunate man reeling across the ring.


Paradoxically, the crowd hooted at the example of the savagery they had paid to see. Davies, who was plainly a decent man, regretted his action at once. He shuffled across the ring sheepishly and held his challenger up until the bell rang.


In addition, the booth personnel always had to know how to work their audiences. When Sam Johnson found himself up against a much younger and stronger challenger, he disposed of his opponent by sidestepping a rush and nudging the hapless youth clear out of the ring with a quick but powerful shrug of his shoulder into the passing boy’s back. Bob Parkin who was refereeing the bout completed the count quickly, before the other man could climb back into the ring.


There were angry jeers from the crowd. Parkin took in the situation and faced the incensed mob benevolently, like a popular headmaster who had experienced most of the vicissitudes that life had to offer at the hands of unruly pupils. ‘Ah,’ he explained to us tolerantly, ‘there aren’t many tricks that Sam doesn’t know.’ The words, complicitly inviting the crowd to join his world of masculine duplicity, had their desired effect. The crowd roared with laughter, forgot the harshly treated challenger, and threw coins into the ring – the traditional ‘nobbins’ to be shared by both fighters.


Since those early days I have been hooked on boxing, first as an undistinguished practitioner, then as referee, second, trainer, radio commentator and writer. I would like to dedicate this book to the thousands of fighters over the years who have been kind enough to share their skills, time and memories with me. It would be impossible to mention all these warriors of the working day, but among those I remember with particular affection through the mists of time are Billy Pleace, journeyman and gentleman, who had his moment of glory when, so bravely, he took British bantamweight champion Johnny King the ten-rounds distance; Johnny Smith, ABA light heavyweight semi-finalist and solid pro, who had one of the most beautiful boxing styles I have ever seen on a big man; Danny O’Sullivan, British and European champion and charming raconteur; amateur heavyweight Les Peach, ring opponent of Ugandan dictator Idi Amin, and Vernon Scannell, booth fighter and coruscating writer, whose poem ‘Peerless Jim Driscoll’ should be a set text for every examination board. I would like to thank Zoe O’Brien of the British Boxing Board of Control for her help with statistics.


I am deeply indebted, also, to Michelle Tilling, my editor at the History Press, for asking me to write this book and for providing such sympathetic guidance throughout. The work would certainly never have been completed without the tactful encouragement and unfailing expertise of my superb agent Isabel White. I am truly fortunate to have had both of them in my corner.




THE MARQUESS OF QUEENSBERRY RULES


The Marquess of Queensberry Rules, which brought boxing into the modern era, were not devised by the Marquess. They were the brainchild of a newspaper writer and former amateur boxer and oarsman, John Graham Chambers (1843–83). They were formulated in 1867 and revolutionised the sport. They introduced the use of gloves and stipulated three-minute rounds, with a minute’s rest between rounds, and a ten-second count to decide a knockout. John Sholto Douglas, the eighth Marquess of Queensberry, a keen follower of boxing, allowed his name to be used for the rules, which remained in force until 1929, when they were updated. The Marquess went on to achieve notoriety when he hounded the playwright Oscar Wilde after the latter had conducted a homosexual affair with Queensberry’s son, Lord Alfred Douglas. Wilde sued Queensberry for libel, eventually lost, and was sentenced to two years’ hard labour.


Chambers, the real architect of the Queensberry Rules, also helped to organise the Boat Race and the first FA Cup Final and was the champion road-walker of England.


THE BOOTHS


From the first days of boxing, the sport was brought to remote areas by travelling booths. These provided exhibition contests and challenges from the booth fighters to all-comers. George Taylor, a travelling showman who claimed the bare-knuckle title in 1735, was the first title-holder to tour in this manner. Since then many future champions learned their trade in the booths. Fighters like Jimmy Wilde and Freddie Mills served their apprenticeships with itinerant fairs.


Life on the booths was hard. Up to 20 shows a day were scheduled. One fighter, middleweight Len Johnson, once fought on every performance for three days, a total of 60 bouts. In the late 1950s, the British Boxing Board of Control banned licensed boxers from working on the booths, hastening their closure. Most of the travelling booths finally came to an end in the 1960s and 1970s.


ATTENDANCES


Some of the first bare-knuckle contests attracted crowds of only a few hundred patrons. By the end of the twentieth century, however, boxing was an extremely big business, attracting vast crowds and television audiences in the millions. The largest recorded paying crowd at an outdoor competition occurred on 20 February 1993 at the Estadio Azteca football stadium in Mexico City. There were five world title fights on the bill that night. Between 130,000 and 136,000 people paid to watch the undefeated champion Julio César Chávez fight American Greg Haugen in a WBC light welterweight title match. There had been ill-feeling between the two since they had fallen out during a Las Vegas sparring session several years earlier. Haugen, the official number two contender, said disparagingly of the champion’s undefeated record after more than 80 contests, ‘60 of the guys he fought were just Tijuana cabdrivers.’ Chávez stopped Haugen in five rounds and then informed his beaten opponent, ‘Now you see I don’t fight with taxi drivers.’


DODGY PROMOTERS


A promoter’s lot is not an easy one. Many have lost their shirts on over-ambitious tournaments. In 1914, New York lightweight Jack Bernstein was signed up for a contest promoted by a local butcher. The evening was a total disaster and the butcher lost everything. He had to pay his fighters off in kind. As a bottom-of-the-bill fighter, Bernstein received half a salami for his efforts.


THE GREAT CHAMPIONS: 1 – JIMMY WILDE: 1892–1969


Main weight: flyweight


Contests: 152 Won: 137 (KO: 99) Lost: 5 Drew: 2


Variously known as ‘the Ghost with a Hammer in his Hand’ and ‘the Mighty Atom’, the scrawny and emaciated Jimmy Wilde always weighed-in considerably below the flyweight limit and gave away weight in most of his contests. He never scaled more than 8 stone in weight and was usually far lighter. Nevertheless, in addition to being fast and elusive, he possessed an incredibly heavy punch in either hand and won most of his bouts on knockouts. He was born in Merthyr Tydfil and then moved to Tylorstown, Mid-Glamorgan. Like most of his contemporaries he started down the mines, but by 16 he was taking on all-comers in a travelling boxing booth. At first he was regarded as a physical freak, but, after remaining undefeated in his first 101 fights, his boxing skills made him a headliner. In 1910 he left the booths under the tutelage of a shrewd manager, Ted Lewis. Lewis saw to it that whenever possible Wilde’s opponents had to reduce their weight and come in at a weakened state.


In 1914 Wilde took the European title from Frenchman Eugene Husson. He then claimed the world title when he stopped the Young Zulu Kid.


He was stopped in an upset decision by the Scottish fighter Tancy Lee in 11 rounds, but won the return contest. After his seconds had thrown in the towel after the first encounter with Lee, Wilde ordered them never to do so again, no matter how badly he might be getting beaten.


He defeated Joe Conn in 12 rounds in 1918 and after a dispute over the purse, the promoter gave his wife £3,000-worth of diamonds. After serving as a Physical Training Instructor in the First World War, Wilde defeated a number of highly rated American fighters, although he was stopped by former world bantamweight champion Pete Herman, giving away a great deal of weight in the process.


In his last fight in the ring he was knocked out by Pancho Villa in 7 rounds at the New York Polo Grounds. He retired to write a newspaper column, where his system for predicting winners was ‘You can’t close your eyes to the fact that it’s always the wallop that wins.’


When he was an old man in 1960, he was set upon by a thug at Cardiff railway station and badly beaten. He never really recovered. He spent his last days in a nursing home and died in 1969.


COLLEGE BOYS: 1 – SIR WILFRED THESIGER


Boxing has tended to be a working-class sport, but a number of undergraduates and graduates have taken it up with varying degrees of success. Sir Wilfred Thesiger (1910–2003) was one of the last of the great explorers, travelling through the notorious Empty Quarter of the southern region of the Arabian peninsula and the marshlands of southern Iraq, as well as parts of Iran, Africa and Pakistan. He wrote best-selling books about his exploits and won the DSO in the Second World War. He boxed for Oxford University as a light heavyweight from 1930 for three years, becoming captain of the team in the last year.


An aesthetic loner, Thesiger was guarded about his sexuality. When someone once asked him if he was gay, the explorer floored him with a single punch.


VOTE FOR PINKY!


In 1922, Mike Collins, editor of the Minneapolis weekly Boxing Blade, decided that there was too much of a gap between the lightweight limit of 135lb and the welterweight maximum of 147lb. He set out to establish a new weight class half-way between, with a top weight of 140lb. He called it the junior welterweight division and asked his readers to write in with suggestions for the first champion in this weight class. A Milwaukee fighter called Pinky Mitchell received the most votes and was declared by Collins to be the new division’s first champion, thus adding a whole new meaning to the term ‘newspaper decision’.


POST-MATCH COMMENTS


‘Hey, Ma, your bad boy did it!’


A delighted Rocky Graziano, a former juvenile delinquent, in a radio interview after taking the world middleweight title from Tony Zale.


‘What happened?’


Dave ‘Boy’ Green upon recovering consciousness after being knocked out by Sugar Ray Leonard in Landover, Maryland, in 1980.


‘I got too goddamned careless!’


Tami Mauriello explaining his one-round knockout loss to world heavyweight champion Joe Louis at Yankee Stadium in 1946. The broadcasting authorities were so shocked by the use of the expletive that they took the interview off the air and returned to the studio.


‘Ask me how I feel. Go on, ask me how I feel.’


‘How do you feel, Terry?’


‘Exotic!’


Terry Marsh interviewed in the ring after winning the vacant European light welterweight title from Alessandro Scapecchi at Monte Carlo in 1985.


‘Honey, I forgot to duck!’


Former heavyweight champion Jack Dempsey explaining his battered face and title loss to Gene Tunney to his wife Estelle in Philadelphia in 1926.


‘I am too young. I should have known better. But I will beat him yet.’


The Michigan Chick after losing a 67-round contest in Montana in 1868.


‘I have $100,000 and a farm in Kansas!’


Mantra muttered continuously by a shell-shocked Jess Willard after his third round stoppage loss to Jack Dempsey at Toledo in 1919.


‘Was it a good fight?’


The first question James J. Braddock asked when he came round after being knocked out by Joe Louis in Chicago in 1937.


‘I have no excuse to offer. I was beaten. I was in fine condition, but never boxed more miserably. After the fifth round I could do nothing with my right. I do not know what was wrong. It simply would not work. Wade is certainly a clever and hard boxer. He deserves credit and I give it to him.’


Kid Oglesby after losing his Montana lightweight championship to Jack Wade in Butte, Montana, 1901.


‘From now on match me with one fighter at a time!’


Middleweight Harry Greb to his manager after he had been outsmarted by the fast Mike Gibbons, ‘the St Paul Phantom’, in 1919.


‘Nobody ever lived as strong as this guy!’


Jack Britton after fighting Benny Leonard in 1918.


‘Lead me out there; I want to shake his hand.’


A half-blinded Jack Dempsey to his corner men after losing his first fight to Gene Tunney in 1926.


‘I have fought once too often.’


John L. Sullivan addresses crowd after losing to James J. Corbett.


AN ACTOR’S LIFE FOR ME! 1 – CANADA LEE


Many fighters have enjoyed using their fighting fame to become actors. Sports writer Bob Edgren pointed this out in 1923, ‘All fighters, just after winning the title, like to take a little rest and accumulate the soft currency for a little while. Some of them grow so fond of the footlights that they talk about being natural-born actors, and tell the world how sorry they are they ever took up anything so crude as fighting for a living when they had unsuspected talent for better things.’


Canada Lee was a leading welterweight who lost to ex-champion Jack Britton during a career that encompassed 77 fights in the 1920s and ’30s. Forced to abandon the sport when he suffered a detached retina in one eye during a bout, he drifted into acting, becoming a member of Orson Welles’ celebrated stage company and appearing on Broadway in the lead in Richard Wright’s Native Son. Opportunities for black actors were limited in the 1930s, but Lee scored in Alfred Hitchcock’s film Lifeboat. His most famous role was that of the former champion who befriended and trained John Garfield in Body and Soul. Lee’s acting career came to an end when he was denounced as a Communist sympathiser in Senator McCarthy’s notorious witch hunts of the 1950s. Lee died in 1952. His friend, fellow actor Ossie Davis said, ‘Lee couldn’t find a job anywhere and died of a broken heart.’


FIXED?


Over the years questions have been raised over the probity of some major fights. As Jake LaMotta, who admitted to losing a bout deliberately, sighed, ‘You win some, you throw some!’


On 31 August 1900, the former world heavyweight champion James J. ‘Gentleman Jim’ Corbett was scheduled to meet a wily character known as Kid McCoy, whose real name was Norman Selby. For some time before the bout, rumours had been circulating that the result had been fixed in advance. All the same, 8,000 spectators turned up at Madison Square Garden to see what was scheduled as New York’s last professional boxing match before the sport was to be banned in the city by politicians.


The contest, a ‘no decision’ one, proved to be very dull, reinforcing the rumours. To add fuel to the fire, the wives of both Corbett and McCoy, who were having marital problems with their respective spouses, agreed that the contest had been ‘fixed’. Both fighters denied the charge, but one prominent New York newspaper published a banner headline announcing ‘McCoy Fight Fixed’.


In 1948, a rated American heavyweight called Lee Oma was knocked out in the fourth round by the British heavyweight champion Bruce Woodcock. Oma, a noted playboy and drinker who had been paid $100,000 for his lack of effort, made few attempts to hit his opponent and succumbed to the first hard punch the British champion threw. As Oma lay in a crumpled heap on the canvas, the irate crowd chanted ‘Lie down! Lie down!’ to the tune of ‘Bow Bells’. A headline in the Daily Mirror said simply ‘Oma! Aroma! Coma!’ Promoter Jack Solomons denied that there had been anything underhand about the bout but admitted that the evening had been ‘a fiasco.’


In 1951, smart-boxing Billy Graham lost a controversial split decision to Kid Gavilán for the world welterweight title. There were rumours that mobster Frank Carbo had been involved in arranging the result. Before the fight he had approached Graham’s manager and told him that Graham could have the title if Carbo was cut in for 20 per cent of his future earnings. Years later, one of the judges for the match summoned Billy Graham’s manager to his hospital deathbed and confessed that he had been ordered to cast his vote for Gavilán, no matter how well Graham fought.


ON THE RUN


Several boxing champions who showed great courage in the ring did not display the same amount of fortitude when it came to serving their countries during the war. At least two of them deserted.


Freddie Mills had been a promising young West Country boxer when he had been conscripted into the RAF. He was made a physical training instructor and was allowed to continue with his boxing career. In 1942, at the age of 22, he fought a fellow serviceman, Pilot Officer Len Harvey for the latter’s British light heavyweight title and knocked his superior officer out.
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