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  Who was Burke? His beginnings.




  Born a caulbearer in the Bristol slums, in the quayside heap known only as “the Rat,” Jacob Burke, who would battle the great McGraw on that fateful day in 1824,

  was a winter child of the stevedore Isaac Burke and the seamstress Anne Murphy He of Bristol, son of James, son of Tom, son of Zebedee, lifters all. She of Dublin and the cursed Gemini of Poverty

  and Fertility: Jacob was the twelfth of eighteen children, the third of the eight who survived.





  It was a typical quayside childhood, of odd jobs and shoe-shining and sporadic bouts of schooling; quinsy, croup, and the irresistible temptation of diving from the piers. In the summer, he ran

  with the flocks of children terrorizing the streets with their play.




  He grew up quickly. Thick-necked, thickshouldered, steel-fisted, tight-lipped, heavy-on-the-brow, the boy knew neither a letter nor the taste sweet until his tenth year, when in the course of a

  single moon he learned to lip out the rune on the shingle at Mulloy’s Arms and stole an apple from a costermonger on the road to Bath. Two brothers, thinking they were bona fide Dick Turpins,

  had treaded into a life of brigandage, but by the grace of his mother’s daily prayers and father’s belt Jacob Burke turned from the taste of apples and back to the straight and narrow

  of his bloodline, joining Burke père on the docks.




  On the docks he remained, lifting barrels of fish and slabs of iron cold from the sea air, until his back broadened and his forearms broke his cuffs.




  

    The ascent of Burke, including: the Riots. Also: his early career and its vicissitudes.


  




  At age nineteen, Burke became known.




  On the quay was a man named Sam Jones and Sam Jones was a stevedore too, lifting with Burke from dark hour to dark hour. Sam Jones was an old man of forty when one morning his foot punched a

  rotted board on the dock and he went down beneath a load of flounder, one hundred and fifty pounds of fish in an oak-slatted crate that snapped his neck against the railing before he slumped,

  slipped, limp into the sea.




  Sam Jones had a month’s wages coming, but the Company didn’t pay his widow, and on the docks, the stevedores sat down and not a boat could move. Then the owners sent out their thugs,

  who fell on the men with clubs and iron pokers, and from the melee exploded the Quayside Riots, of fame.




  It was a newspaperman from London who first saw Burke throw a punch. When the riots were over (and Jones’ wages still not paid) the newspaperman found the boy back at work, resigned,

  murmuring a sad low lifter’s song as he threaded the pier.




  On that day (gray, preternaturally August cold, seagulls hopping on the jetty-rail) Burke stood on the dock, a ninety-pound bag of wheat thrown corpse-like over his shoulder. The newspaperman

  talked a streak. Jacob, not accustomed to long converses, didn’t set down the bag, said Yes sir like he was taught to speak to suits and elders and occasionally repositioned the weight

  over his back. At long last the fellow drew out a calling card. Well? What do you think? Ever fought? asked the man, and Burke asked back: There’s a man’s never

  fought?




  On the card was the name of a warehouse on the harbor, where over the following week Burke sent three men to the floor. They were hard affairs, fighters showing up on the minute as if it were

  nothing but a shakebag cockfight. No seconds, no ropes, no purse. If the Fancy went it was only to scout. On the third night came a man Cairn who made an offer.




  

    How Muscular became known


  




  There are five fights that first year. Five fights and Jacob Burke wins four. They are hush matches, dueled in warehouses or country inns or levees east of the city.

  Broughton’s rules. Bare-knuckles. Twenty-four-foot ring. Round ends when a man goes down. Thirty seconds of rest and the fight doesn’t end until a man can’t get back to the

  scratch. No gouging, no biting, no blows below the belt. No faking down to win a rest.




  Cairn is his second. Also in his corner, holding his bottle, is an associate of Cairn, a Yankee who’d once been champion in New Orleans. Yankee must have a Christian name, but he changes

  the subject when Jacob asks. He has a crablike way of moving, of facing you, of rising to his tiptoes when he is about to speak, and Jacob thinks these are habits from the ring.




  They are good to Jacob Burke, treat him like a son. Give him breeches and spiked shoes, read him the fighters’ correspondence in the Weekly Dispatch, get him victuals when victuals

  are dear. Take him to the pushing school, where they put up the socket fee and tell the girls he will be Champion of All England. There, amidst the crepe and taffeta, he is humiliated by the

  men’s attention, feels like he’s back in the ring, half-thinks Cairn and Yankee will follow him and the girl to watch. When that winter his father is laid out with the cough they

  advance him money against his purses, and Jacob finds himself buying gifts for his mother and his brothers and his sisters. His winnings are small, five, ten pounds. He spends it all and borrows

  more.




  Before each fight, Cairn takes him aside and tells him what scum the others are, makes it sound like he’s some avenging angel, meting out justice to a line of murderers and thieves and

  virgin-defilers. But Jacob Burke doesn’t much care. He likes the chance to hit and watch his man fall. A ha’penny Bristol rag, with a full page on the fistic, covers his fights, but

  can’t seem to settle on a moniker, calling him the Quayside Brawler, then Stevedore Burke, Bruise Burke, then “Muscular,” which Cairn picks up for their promotions. It’s

  elegant, thinks Jacob. He buys a copy of the rag, and brings it home, shows his mother which word on the page says “Muscular.” He writes it out for her in big letters on a piece of

  butcher paper which she folds and tucks into the pocket where she keeps her lice comb. To prove the magnitude of his strength, he grabs two of his youngest brothers, one in each hand, and lifts

  them squealing high above his head.




  He begins oiling his hair back in slick rows, which does little for his looks except emphasize the weight of his brow. He listens to tales of the professional fighters. He wants to be like Gully

  so he buys a scarf for an ascot. Purse rises, fifteen and twenty. Buys a stovepipe of the first, and wears it at a rake. Like Cairn wears his. Like Cairn, who in his day, he learns, was a bruiser,

  too.
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