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DEDICATION


In memory of Bert Sugar (1936–2012), an author, curmudgeon, and friend. We once talked about writing a book together. And to whoever stocked the magazine rack at Fernandes Supermarket when I was a boy in Brockton. It was always full of boxing magazines. I’d place one discreetly in my mother’s shopping cart. And to my mother. She never minded buying me an issue of The Ring which, at the time, was edited by Bert Sugar.





[image: Sugar Ray Leonard throws a right punch at Thomas Hearns, who leans forward in a defensive stance with arms raised.]
Sugar Ray Leonard pummels Thomas Hearns in their second bout, 1989.






[image: Jack Dempsey stands shirtless and confidently, wearing boxing shorts and boots, holding a robe in one hand.]
Jack Dempsey showing how a boxing Immortal should look.






INTRODUCTION


When Gelding Street Press approached me to write a book called The Immortals of American Boxing, my mind started to race.

I’ve written about boxing for many years, mostly for The Ring magazine. Trust me, the easiest way to rile boxing fans is to present a list. My task was to choose 15 American fighters to be dubbed “Immortal.” Fortunately, I didn’t have to rank them in terms of importance. I had only to present them chronologically and tell their stories. Yet the idea of selecting 15 fighters was daunting.

How far back did I want to go? Bareknuckle days? Should such miscreants as Kid McCoy and Abe Attell be considered? For that matter, how many contemporary names did I want on the list? And what makes an Immortal, anyway?

In a previous book from Gelding Street Press, The Immortals of Australian Surfing, author Phil Jarratt claimed his choices were “individuals whose fame and feats are expected to endure forever.” I wasn’t sure how many fighters could meet that standard. America’s attention span being what it is, some of this country’s greatest fighters were forgotten in their own lifetimes. Yet the assignment intrigued me.

As I pondered the hundreds of great American fighters, I hashed out my criteria.

A fighter’s win-loss record would play only a minor part in my choices. Records are interesting, but deceptive. For one thing, record keeping was inexact in the pioneer days of boxing. The records of old-time fighters are difficult to verify. Moreover, modern fighters can achieve an impressive record thanks to careful matchmaking. Many great fighters from a century ago lost fights early in their career, which is less likely now because modern fighters are brought along so carefully. To me, a fighter’s win-loss record is worth pondering, but greatness is usually down to how he performs in a few important fights.

All of the fighters chosen for this book are enshrined in the International Boxing Hall of Fame in Canastota, New York. Most were inducted as part of the 1990 inaugural class. Yet Hall of Fame credentials didn’t count for much regarding this book. Many fighters are honored in the Hall but, despite what the venue’s organizers would say, they’re not all Immortals.

Pure boxing skill was certainly considered, though geniuses such as Tommy Loughran and Pernell Whitaker didn’t make the list. Sheer toughness wasn’t enough either. That’s why I could find no room for Tony Zale, Carmen Basilio, and a few dozen other hard guys. Popularity was a factor, though Ray “Boom Boom” Mancini, one of the most recognized household names of the 1980s, is nowhere near the list.

I trod lightly in the era of “no-decision” contests. This was roughly between 1910 and 1925, when bouts fought in certain states were arranged so that unless there was a knockout, there would be no winner. Newspapers would report that one man might’ve dominated the action, hence the phrase “newspaper decision,” but the contests would go onto a fighter’s record as “ND.” This was designed to curtail gambling and to prevent arguments over the verdict, but the rule had a negative effect on the business. Champions could take part in no-decision bouts, look terrible, and keep their title. Many ND bouts were glorified exhibitions. Jack Britton had 187 ND bouts, and with all due respect to “The Boxing Marvel,” I doubt he was going for broke in all of them. Yet the ND era produced Benny Leonard and Harry Greb, two surefire Immortals.

Instinct also told me to stay out of the recent era. I couldn’t imagine bumping Greb to make room for Floyd Mayweather Jr. or Oscar De La Hoya. Floyd and Oscar were major modern attractions, but it’s too soon to think of them as Immortals. For that matter, American society has changed, and so has boxing’s place in it. There was a time when no sports figure was as important as the heavyweight champion, a time when the president would call a new champion and congratulate him on his victory. This is no longer true.

Ultimately, my selections hinged on two factors.

First, they had to be trailblazers. Henry Armstrong being the only man to win three titles simultaneously is a case in point, or Jack Johnson being the first Black heavyweight champion. Second, the fighters had to penetrate the culture in some way. Think Joe Louis. Think Muhammad Ali.

Once I selected my 15 Immortals, I was struck by the similarity of their stories. For instance, almost all of them experienced the public turning against them. Also, many of these fighters spent some time away from the business and made dramatic comebacks. And is it just a coincidence that most of them had stormy personal lives? It seemed the excitement of the ring and their level of stardom could only be matched by reckless living.

The connecting through-line, however, was what these fighters meant to the American people. There’s a kind of monotheism in boxing – the public usually goes for one fighter in a big way. And beating him doesn’t mean you replace him in the public eye. In 2004 a fellow named Danny Williams defeated Mike Tyson, but Tyson remained the star, and Williams remained a hardworking journeyman. The public decides these things.

[image: A boxing match between Jack Dempsey, and Georges Carpentier on the ground, with a referee counting. A group of spectators are around the ring.]
Dempsey floors Georges Carpentier. Jersey City, 1921.



And in a way, though I’m pleased with my selections, the public had declared these fighters Immortal long ago.

Don Stradley





[image: A portrait of John L. Sullivan with a shaved head and a prominent mustache, posing with his arms crossed.]
John L. Sullivan in his prime. 1882.











1 JOHN L. SULLIVAN




    	Full name: John Lawrence Sullivan




    	Nickname: The Boston Strong Boy




    	Birthdate: October 15, 1858; died February 2, 1918




    	Place of birth: Boston, Massachusetts





He was crude and scandalous, but he took prizefighting out of the wastelands and gave it mass appeal.





Modern boxing begins with John L. Sullivan in 1880s America. No other figure was as influential on the business of fighting. It is generally believed that his brash personality caused the breakthrough, but his oversized image would’ve meant nothing if not for his aggressive style in the ring. Sullivan didn’t merely defeat opponents. He trampled over them.

In many ways, Sullivan’s career was the template that many great fighters would appear to follow long after his death in 1918. Whether they were shamelessly bragging, going into show business, wasting their fortunes, or offending the public with bad behavior, no future champion would go where Sullivan hadn’t already been. He was also the prototype for those who ended up as pitiable wrecks, for his eventual downfall was just as dramatic as his spectacular rise.

Sullivan claimed the heavyweight championship of America by defeating Paddy Ryan in Mississippi City on February 7, 1882. The event took place at a time when the London Prize Ring Rules were being supplanted by the more orderly Marquess of Queensberry Rules. London Rules involved bare knuckles and grappling; a round was called when a fighter was thrown, knocked down, or deliberately dropped to the ground, which meant a round could last one minute or 10. A fallen fighter had 30 seconds to recover. The Queensberry Rules called for three-minute rounds with 60-second breaks, no grappling, and a bit more civility. A downed fighter had 10 seconds to rise. The newer guidelines also required the combatants to wear small gloves.

Sullivan favored the Queensberry system, but to compete for the title he agreed to the knockabout, bare-fisted mayhem preferred by Ryan. Yet the rules were unimportant. Sullivan was 23 and as fit as a lion. Ryan was near 30 and reportedly weakened by a recent illness.

The makeshift ring had been pitched on the lawn of the Barnes Hotel next to an oak grove. Approximately 2,000 spectators witnessed the event. Some perched in the trees, while others crowded the hotel balcony, all wondering if the police would intervene. Prizefighting was illegal in America, giving the affair a distinctly outlaw feel. The criminal atmosphere was magnified by rumors that the notorious bandits, Frank and Jesse James, were somewhere in the gathering.

Sources differ on the actual length of the bout, but it ended when Sullivan drove his right fist into Ryan’s neck, under the left ear. Ryan crumpled and couldn’t continue. According to the Baltimore Sun, Sullivan bounded out of the ring without a mark on him, “running to his quarters at a lively gait and laughing.” The new champion knew the good times were about to begin.

There’d been some well-known fighters in previous decades, but stateside interest had waned. Upon the emergence of Sullivan, however, prizefighting roared to life in America. With his outsized persona, Sullivan fit perfectly alongside the mythical sharpshooters and lumberjacks who had become the country’s folk heroes. But he needed no rifle or axe. All he needed was his massive fist. “It felt,” Ryan said, “like a telegraph pole had been shoved against me endways.”

He was born October 15, 1858, in Boston’s South End, an Irish neighborhood in a city known then as “the Dublin of America.” Though the Irish American populace was notably poor in that time and place, and often suffered the indignities of racism, Sullivan was not impoverished and was reasonably educated. Legend has it that he was considering a career in baseball, or perhaps the priesthood. Yet even as a teenager he was impressing people with feats of strength and settling arguments with his fists. Unable to keep a job because of his aggressive nature, and unimpressed with local pugilists he saw in Boston athletic clubs, he decided at 19 to enter the frowned upon business of prizefighting.

[image: John L. Sullivan in a side pose, wearing tights and boxing shoes, with his arms positioned in a traditional boxing stance.]
Sullivan, showing the effects of alcohol and high living.




“If you want to know what it is to be struck by lightning, just face Sullivan for one second.”



He quickly developed a reputation in the eastern states, defeating rivals in remote venues – a derelict barroom in Cincinnati, a barge anchored in the Hudson River – any grim location unknown to local constables. Sullivan was swift and strong, and unlike the older breed of fighters who liked to wear opponents down over a long contest, he usually sprinted from his corner and ended things quickly. As one of his unfortunate victims pointed out, “If you want to know what it is to be struck by lightning, just face Sullivan for one second.”

[image: John L. Sullivan and Jake Kilrain are boxing in a makeshift outdoor ring in Richburg, Mississippi, surrounded by a large crowd of spectators.]
Sullivan (left) moves in on Jake Kilrain. Richburg, Mississippi, 1889.



Reporters often described him as a “colossus,” or “Herculean,” while newspaper cartoonists depicted him as a strutting giant surrounded by Lilliputian admirers. In fact, Sullivan was listed at 5’10”, and in his fighting prime weighed around 200 pounds. He was no giant, but Sullivan was certainly larger than the average man of his time. Rare photos of Sullivan in 1882 show a husky young man with dark, angry eyes, and thick arms seemingly designed for punching. His famous handlebar mustache came later but would become a fixed part of the Sullivan image, that of the mustachioed Irish brawler. Yet Sullivan was surprisingly boyish in those early photographs, like a callow farm boy dressed in his Sunday finest. Undoubtedly, it was Sullivan’s youthful appearance that inspired his long-lasting nickname, “The Boston Strong Boy.”

Sullivan had the flair of a natural showman, assuring his admirers that he could “lick any son of a bitch in the house.” He was vulgar, but as America was growing into a world power, Sullivan embodied the young country’s exuberance, its desire for recognition. By 1881 a simple exhibition he gave at the New York Aquarium drew nearly 1,500 paying customers. Another 1,000 purportedly lingered outside and watched through the windows. This was unheard of for a mere sparring session, but the public was curious about this new fistic phenomenon. Irish Americans, still shamed by signs in storefronts reading “No Irish Need Apply,” saw Sullivan as a beacon.

Some journalists dismissed the craze for Sullivan as a temporary fad, but the crowds only grew once he became champion. A crowd of 10,000 jammed Madison Square Garden in 1883 to watch Sullivan battle Herbert Slade, the Māori Giant. In a gloved contest to differentiate it from the still illegal bareknuckle style, Sullivan stopped Slade in three rounds. Yet the action seemed less newsworthy than the horde that had assembled to observe the champion at work. Along with the usual crowd of criminals and roughnecks, the United Press noted the throng included “judges, senators and politicians of all grades, bankers and brokers, and sporting men of all classes.” It appeared Sullivan had done more than commercialize prizefighting. He’d gentrified it.

Two key factors aided Sullivan’s rise to fame. The invention of the telegraph, for instance, sent news of his antics all around the country, with spectacular crowds gathering at newspaper offices hoping for the latest dispatch about his fights. Moreover, his favoring of gloves allowed Sullivan to make more ring appearances. Unlike bareknuckle fighters who fought infrequently because of the illicitness of their business, Sullivan could wear “the pillows” and put on regular exhibitions where and when he pleased.

Like a modern-day rock star hitting the road, Sullivan and a group of sparring partners traveled to music halls and theaters across America on what he called his “Knocker-out Tours.” The events were advertised loudly in newspapers as if a circus were coming, heralded as “The Great John L. Sullivan Combination,” or “Sullivan’s Sluggers.” The programs could include anything from sparring exhibitions to demonstrations of the latest exercise equipment. (Indeed, Sullivan’s camp is usually credited with the invention of the punching bag, conceived by hanging a football from a rope so Sullivan could practice hitting it.) At the climax of the evening, Sullivan would appear onstage and address the audience.

What the customers saw was an impressive figure of a man in emerald-green tights, brown fighting boots, and baggy white sweater, looking every bit the gladiator that had been described by journalists. Finally, Americans from the farms and coalmines were going to witness a real boxer in action. But when Sullivan began moving around with a sparring partner, he seemed to be playing. His hands, encased in large white mitts, moved artfully enough, but he was working at half-speed. Spectators might’ve jeered, but this was part of Sullivan’s game.


He made noises as he fought, bellowing like a mad beast in the wilderness.



Sullivan had made the tour more intriguing with an offer of money, sometimes as much as $1,000, to anyone who could last four rounds with him. Inevitably some railroader or local strong man would take up the challenge and approach the stage. The audience would hold its breath as the real fighting began. Now Sullivan was serious. He made noises as he fought, bellowing like a mad beast in the wilderness. The legend now had breadth and dimension, color and sound. On most nights Sullivan needed only a few blows to send his challenger hurtling into the orchestra pit.

The evening always ended with Sullivan’s ready-made farewell speech, thanking the “wonderful people” for coming out: “I plan to remain the champion of America for as long as I’m able to raise a fist. I remain your good friend, as always, John L. Sullivan.”

Though mythmakers may have inflated the numbers, it was believed Sullivan defeated 50 challengers on the 1883 tour, and an additional 29 during a second junket that stretched into 1884. Other tours followed, including a jubilant trip to England where the Prince of Wales attended one of Sullivan’s programs. “He’s a marvel of a man,” said the prince, “altogether out of the ordinary.”

But even as he grew into a fabled figure, Sullivan was often involved in scandals. There was a very public divorce where Sullivan’s wife accused him of abusing her. He’d blatantly taken on a mistress who traveled with him, a chorus line dancer named Ann Livingston. When his young son died of diphtheria, Sullivan skipped the funeral because he was on tour. As the bad press mounted, the debauched and wicked champion continued zigzagging across the nation, throwing dollar bills out of hotel windows to the crowds below.

Sullivan’s abuse of alcohol was also out of control. His weary entourage was tasked with bringing him to engagements on time and keeping him sober, jobs for which they were grossly underpaid.

Somehow, even as his drinking increased, Sullivan remained the heavyweight champion for a decade. His bouts took on an epic quality, particularly a three-hour draw in 1888 with Charlie Mitchell in Chantilly, France, fought bareknuckle on muddy turf as rain poured down.

The zenith of Sullivan’s reign was a grueling bout with Jake Kilrain in 1889, fought under London Rules in Richburg, Mississippi. Kilrain surrendered after the 75th round. It had been far from glamorous – at one point Sullivan vomited in the ring – but it would be remembered as the champion’s most impressive victory. Historically it was considered the official end of bareknuckle fights in America, but the real story was Sullivan’s endurance. He’d lasted more than two hours in the punishing Mississippi heat. The Boston Globe suggested the Seven Wonders of the World be expanded to eight, with the inclusion of the city’s notorious champion.

By now Sullivan’s star was higher than ever. He’d inspired a popular song, “Let Me Shake the Hand that Shook the Hand of Sullivan.” He owned a popular saloon in Boston. He embarked on an acting career, touring in a play called Honest Hearts and Willing Hands. However, the country’s greatest battler was tired of fighting. Training for Kilrain had been a miserable experience for him, compounded by stomach ailments and mysterious fevers, while the bout’s aftermath saw Sullivan spend a fortune in legal fees to keep himself out of prison for prizefighting.

While Sullivan amused himself outside of boxing, a few suitable challengers emerged. One, a Black fighter out of Australia named Peter Jackson, was snubbed because Sullivan refused to fight non-whites. Sullivan wore his bigotry like a badge, but it was complex. He counted among his friends the great Black bantamweight, George Dixon. Yet when it came to challengers, Sullivan drew the “color line.” Some biographers have claimed Sullivan simply reflected the racist attitudes of his day, while others suggest he was showing solidarity with his Irish American admirers, a group suddenly competing against Black Americans for jobs after the Civil War.

It could also have been that Sullivan, in his ragged state, didn’t think he could beat Jackson. He may have felt his devotees would rather hear he was a racist than lacking confidence. Regardless, Jackson was matched against the other top challenger of the era, James J. Corbett of San Francisco. They battled for 61 rounds to a draw. Sullivan, looking for a payday in between acting jobs, saw Corbett as a possible challenger.

In September of 1892, a graying and overweight Sullivan faced Corbett at the New Orleans Olympic Club, a sparkling modern venue fitted with electric lights. With advances in newswire technology and the benefit of a long buildup, it was the biggest sporting event of the age. Fought under the Queensberry Rules with gloves, it showed how boxing had become a regulated, highly commercial business. Yet it was a disaster for the reigning champion. Corbett, a scientific young boxer known as “Gentleman Jim,” knocked Sullivan out in the 21st round. Hours after his humiliating defeat, the ex-champion was seen weeping with his handlers. “Since Napoleon stood on the bleak rock of St. Helena and thought of Austerlitz,” wrote the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “there has been no spectacle more touching than that of the beaten prizefighter, crying from the bottom of his heart, ‘John L. is a goner.’ ”

Sullivan’s title was gone but his popularity endured. A riot erupted on his return to Boston, as thousands crammed into the Park Street Depot, flattening a police barricade to welcome “Sully” home. Pushing his way through the crowd, Sullivan boarded an awaiting carriage that was to bring him to his sister’s house. A few hundred men and boys surrounded the carriage and ran alongside it for nearly a mile, shouting and waving their hats. To his admirers, Sullivan hadn’t lost to Corbett. He’d lost to the bottle.

[image: A sepia-toned portrait of John L. Sullivan in formal attire, facing left in profile.]
The Great John L. as elder statesman.



While Sullivan’s popularity was secure, the same couldn’t be said for his official ring record. Historians have argued for more than a century over which of his bouts should be counted, and whether his bareknuckle wins should be included with his bouts fought under Queensberry Rules. The most recently accepted stats on him are 47-1-2, with 38 wins by knockout. His tours would’ve earned him another 100 or more “unofficial” wins.


Sullivan often invited admirers to, “Shake the hand that shook the world.”



Sullivan’s middle years were bleak. He remained a public figure, yet he sometimes seemed like a ghost of pugilism’s past, sick, broke, and pathetic.

In 1905, at age 46 and as hefty as a porpoise, Sullivan donned the mitts one last time and KO’d 26-year-old Jim McCormick in two rounds. The crowd in Grand Rapids, Michigan, erupted as Sullivan landed a thundering blow to McCormick’s jaw and left him unconscious for 10 minutes. The event spurred talk of a comeback, but Sullivan knew better.

He reinvented himself as a sort of temperance speaker, visiting more than 100 cities to preach against the evils of alcohol. Even as a teetotaler, Sullivan often invited admirers to, “Shake the hand that shook the world.”

Sullivan seemed at peace during his final years. He married a childhood sweetheart, Kate Harkins, purchased a farm in Abington, Massachusetts, and adopted a son. In the winter of 1918, John L. agreed to appear with The Ringling Brothers Circus. Those plans were quashed when he died of heart failure at 59. Police found $15.00 under his pillow, supposedly all that remained of the fortune he’d earned. The ground at the Calvary Cemetery in Roslindale was frozen on the day of his burial and had to be dynamited. To the very end, Sullivan was making a loud noise.

It became common to dismiss Sullivan as a relic, a man whose legend was no more vital than an old top hat behind museum glass. He was part of the past, a time when America had only 38 states. Subsequent generations of Irish Americans no longer sought inspiration from him, for the days of two-hour fights under the blazing Mississippi sun seemed like the stuff of fiction. Additionally, his reputation as a bigot hurt him, as did the fact that most photographs of Sullivan showed him as an older man, bloated by alcohol, not the stout figure of the 1880s but a sort of melancholy walrus.

Yet his impact on boxing was immense and undeniable. His absolute patriotism had something to do with it, for Sullivan was always a proud American. And, for all of his shortcomings, there was something about him that moved people. He provided Americans with an image of what they wanted to be – tough, honest, hardheaded, crude, perhaps, and imperfect, but impossible to ignore. No other fighter from that time could’ve popularized boxing as Sullivan did. But he was more than just the right man at the right moment. With his awesome power, comical arrogance, and very human failings, it was as if he’d sprung directly from the country’s imagination, answering some collective need for a man both triumphant and flawed.



	John L. Sullivan Statistics




	Heavyweight Champion (London Rules)

	1882–1889




	Heavyweight Champion (Queensberry Rules)

	1885–1892




	Wins

	47




	KOs

	38




	Losses

	1




	Draws

	2




	No-contests

	1




	Total bouts

	51









[image: Jack Johnson, with a calm expression, looked slightly to the side.]
Jack Johnson, one of the most controversial boxing champions of all time.











2 JACK JOHNSON




	Full name: John Arthur Johnson




	Nickname: The Galveston Giant, The Golden Smile




	Birthdate: March 31, 1878; died June 10, 1946




	Place of birth: Galveston, Texas





He attracted controversy, but Jack Johnson was determined to do things his way.





On the morning after Christmas, 1908, approximately 20,000 spectators filled up a temporary stadium in Rushcutters Bay in Sydney, Australia. They’d come to witness the world heavyweight boxing champion, Tommy Burns, defend the title against Jack Johnson. With Burns being a white man from Canada and Johnson a Black man from America, the contest was significant. A victory by Johnson would make him the first Black heavyweight champion.

The implication of this was profound, especially in America where the days of slavery ended a mere 43 years earlier. Black fighters had won titles in the lighter weight classes, but the heavyweight championship had been the exclusive domain of white fighters. It was the most important title in all of sports, and to white boxing enthusiasts it represented a kind of supremacy. John L. Sullivan had set the standard. None of the champions who followed him – James J. Corbett, Bob Fitzsimmons, James J. Jeffries, Marvin Hart, and certainly not Burns – could match Sullivan’s popularity, but they continued the tradition of white fighters ruling boxing’s premier weight class. So important was this white idea of superiority that some believed Burns had only agreed to fight a “negro” because the event was rigged for him to win. Johnson, however, punched holes in that theory.

[image: A boxing match with Jack Johnson standing while James J. Jeffries is on the ground in a crowded outdoor arena.]
A dramatic moment from the 15th and final round of Johnson’s bout with James J. Jeffries. Reno, Nevada, 1910.



Johnson knocked Burns down in the bout’s first minute and then toyed with him for the remainder of a one-sided contest. It seemed unfair; at six-feet tall, Johnson was much taller than Burns, and at 198 outweighed him by 30 or more pounds. The fight was so easy for Johnson that he occasionally turned to the spectators and taunted them with flashes of his gold teeth.


News of Johnson’s victory crackled like an electric current throughout America’s Black communities.



Johnson had been denied a title shot for years because he was Black. It was only when promoter Hugh McIntosh offered Burns $30,000, the largest sum ever offered to a boxer to that time, that the fight was made. Yet the contest was so uneven that police jumped into the ring in round 14 and ordered McIntosh to stop the event. Burns was finished. The new champion was a Black man.

Within days, American newspapers were full of stories bemoaning the title change. The displeasure was subtle at first. Writers praised Johnson for his obvious talent as a fighter, yet the kudos was usually qualified with disparaging comments about Burns. Many claimed he was too small to be a heavyweight and was nothing more than a money-grabbing impostor. Praise for Johnson came with the caveat that he’d simply been too large for the greedy little Canuck. Johnson, in turn, teased the press. “I could’ve put him away quicker,” he said, “but I wanted to punish him.”

News of Johnson’s victory crackled like an electric current throughout America’s Black communities. Celebrations went on for days. Black leaders declared that Johnson’s triumph in Australia was a sign of things to come for the Black race in America.

For his part, Johnson was less interested in advancing his people than he was in advancing himself. His priorities were money, women, and lively times. At the age of 30 he’d achieved his goal of becoming heavyweight champion. The reign of Jack Johnson, however, would be uneasy.

Johnson was born March 31, 1878, in Galveston, Texas. His father was a school janitor. His mother looked after Johnson and his siblings. Johnson’s upbringing was typical for the first Black generation born after slavery. As a teen he worked menial jobs and spent his afternoons gambling. He also showed a talent for fighting.

Prizefighting was illegal in Texas, but Johnson developed a minor reputation in bootleg fights. It’s also believed he took part in battle royals, contests where several Black youths were placed in a ring, sometimes blindfolded or tied together by a rope, to punch away at each other until only one was left standing. The audience, mostly white businessmen, would throw coins into the ring to be scooped by the winner. It’s unclear how many times Johnson participated in these demeaning events, but even as a youth he knew better money could be made elsewhere.

The key fight of Johnson’s early career was a loss to Joe Choynski in 1901. A Polish-Jew with years of fighting experience, Choynski knocked Johnson out in the third round. Making matters worse, Texas Rangers arrested both men after the bout for prizefighting in Texas. The fighters spent nearly two weeks in prison together. To pass the time, Choynski gave Johnson tips on boxing. Choynski encouraged Johnson to feint more, to use his quickness, to be more defensive. By the time the sheriff released them, Johnson had been tutored by one of the best fighters of the day.

Johnson fought all over the country to make his name known, but the best he achieved was recognition as “the colored champion,” a position of dubious value. There were a dozen or so excellent Black heavyweights at the time, including Joe Jeannette, Sam McVey, and Sam Langford. Johnson beat them all and then left them to fight among themselves while he pursued the real title.

He was brazen, known to wear pink or purple boxing tights and blow kisses to the shocked men on press row. Though his schooling was limited, he was a grand talker, sometimes affecting a British accent. By the time Johnson scored a two-round knockout of the decrepit 44-year-old former champion Bob Fitzsimmons in 1907, he was a hero to Black sports fans. It was not just for his ring accomplishments but also for the audacious way he carried himself outside the ring. Once, after beating a protégé of John L. Sullivan, Johnson turned to the long-retired legend and said, “How do you like that, Captain John?”

[image: A large outdoor boxing match between Tommy Burns and Jack Johnson, held in a packed stadium in Rushcutters Bay, Sydney.]
Burns–Johnson boxing fight, Rushcutters Bay, Sydney, December 26,1908, by Charles Kerry.



Johnson’s return from Australia sent promoters on a frenzied search to find a white challenger to dethrone the Black champion. McIntosh had shown that a mixed-race bout for the title could be a significant moneymaker, while a portion of the white press began pounding the drums for someone to restore dignity to boxing and the white race. Thus began the era of the “White Hope,” a strange time when dozens of strapping young white men left their ranch and factory jobs to enter the seamy world of boxing.

Meanwhile, Johnson stayed busy with other opponents, including the great middleweight champion, Stanley Ketchel. When the two fought in 1909 in Colma, California, there was allegedly an agreement that they would go easy on each other to create a longer fight film. But in the 12th round Ketchel swung hard on Johnson’s chin and knocked him down. Angered that their arrangement had been breached, Johnson got up and knocked Ketchel cold. Some of Ketchel’s teeth were scattered across the canvas, or embedded in Johnson’s right glove.
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