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INTRODUCTION

While much has been written about boxing from the 1920s through the early-1960s, there has not been a comprehensive treatment of the era specifically and exclusively from the prisms of radio and television. Those media were as important to both the development and portrayal of the sport as they were to the reshaping of our culture.

The Golden Age of Boxing on Radio and Television explores the many roles that each medium played in both the development and depiction of the sport. Principal topics covered are the ever-changing role in technology during the period of more than four decades; how the media impacted the manner in which the sport was presented to its public audience; the exponential growth of those audiences; and the impact radio and television had on the financial aspects of the sport. The selective use of radio and television and the financial boom that they created are also examined.

Additionally, the book assays radio and boxing during the Second World War; the role of organized crime and the monopolistic practices during the television era; a comprehensive look at the announcers who brought the action to the listeners and viewers; the many appearances that boxers made on radio and television when not in the ring; and the media’s portrayal of the sport in an array of dramatic, comedic, and other programming.


PART I

RADIO


RADIO PROLOGUE

A. The Newspaper Industry and Boxing

To place the story of radio and the sport of boxing in proper context, it is helpful to understand the relationship between boxing and the newspaper industry as well as radio’s displacement of that industry.

Prior to the commercialization and proliferation of radio in the 1920s, the undisputed communicator of contemporaneous events and information was the newspaper industry. To appreciate the power of the printed press during the preradio era, one need only to consider the telling fact that both 1920 US Presidential nominees, Warren G. Harding and James M. Cox, were newspaper publishers.1

During this era, major cities offered multiple publications, and many printed more than one edition daily. Other than attending a boxing match in person, a newspaper was the only means to obtain information about the fight game in a timely way. Magazines filled an important niche but were limited in number and reached the newsstands as much as a month after events occurred. The daily newspaper, however, could give almost immediate fight results. For example, a fight on a Friday evening in New York City could be reported in a late edition hitting the newsstands that very same evening. If the fight didn’t make the late edition, it could be reported in the early morning paper, to be consumed with breakfast.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, boxing was not a legalized sport in the state of New York. Gotham had yet to ascend to the prominent role it would maintain for fifty years as the epicenter of the boxing world. Therefore, many major bouts of the era were fought in California, and the sport was West Coast-centric.

New York State took its first step to establish its dominance of the fight game in 1911, when the passage of the Frawley Law legalized boxing.2 Legalization came with a caveat: matches would be “boxing exhibitions,” with a maximum of ten rounds. A “no decision” would be rendered at the end of the bout if it did not end earlier by knockout.3 New York was not the only state to adopt no-decision rules during this era. Other significant fight locations such as Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Illinois passed similar laws.

The no-decision clause was inserted into the Frawley Bill and other eastern states’ laws primarily for two reasons. First, it served to placate a portion of the public that objected to boxing’s brutality and preferred that the sport be made illegal. It was believed by some that no-decisions would remove a fighter’s incentive to fight viciously, and consequently, the barbaric element of the sport would be curbed. In practice, this notion was ludicrous; the rule had just the opposite effect. The no-decision rule actually made the knockout the only definitive means of distinction between the two fighters and, consequently, a highly coveted commodity.

Second, it was believed that the no-decision clause would serve to hold in check a voracious betting public under the theory that a definitive decision was a prerequisite to wagering. This reasoning was also flawed. Bets could still be waged on a knockout result. As for bouts that went the distance, it was the newspapers that filled the void. Once the no-decision rule was put in place, gamblers agreed to rely on a given newspaper’s writer, letting his unofficial, written opinion stand as the final arbitrator of the bet. More sophisticated bettors would create a pool of judges by polling a number of different newspapers, letting the majority decision rule.

The no-decision rule spawned a system that was ripe for abuse. The newspaper industry—in theory an objective news source—became complicit in delivering a distorted version of the sport. It was common knowledge that bribes were given to and accepted by some newspaper writers. Sometimes, an unscrupulous manager would sway an unequally savory writer onto his fighter’s payroll to ensure repeated favorable results.4 As the nearly exclusive reporter of boxing, newspapers had been charged with the great responsibility of accurately reporting the fight game, but too often they failed. Between the corrupt decisions and an occasional legitimate difference of opinion, “newspaper decisions” varied greatly.

The 1921 bantamweight championship between Johnny Buff and Jabez White, held in Jersey City, New Jersey, illustrates how newspaper reporters sometimes created boxing’s own version of Kurosowa’s Rashamon. The New York Globe reported: “When the smoke cleared away at the bout’s close, Buff had another victory to his ever increasing collection. Buff outfought and outgeneraled his heavier opponent all the way.”5 At the Sun, another local New York paper, the reporter saw the fight as follows: “Johnny Buff and Jebez White staged a give-and-take fight for twelve rounds. Each boxer jabbed carefully during the bout, ready to cross with the right, but the fight ended in a draw.”6 In still another interpretation, the sportswriter at the New York Evening Mail wrote that “Jabez White demonstrated his superiority over Johnny Buff, bantam champion. White was credited with having seven out of the twelve sessions.”7 Such a disparity of opinion was not uncommon. When the no-decision rule ebbed and was finally erased from the sport in the latter part of the 1920s, the peculiar era of newspapermen serendipitously acting as judges came to a merciful end. The newspaper industry’s entanglement in the no-decision debacle was a black mark on its record, obscured only by the public’s reliance upon it for fight news.

Newspaper publication was still on the rise during the end of World War I. Despite the swift growth of radio, print maintained its dominant position as the overwhelming source of daily news, including boxing news, for most Americans throughout the 1920s. Newspapers had dominated daily communications for hundreds of years. In 1929, they were enjoying all-time high revenues, twenty times those of radio. Nevertheless, in the brief period of a decade, radio’s exponential growth was evidence of its potential to present the newspaper industry with legitimate competition. Radio advertising revenues were exploding, increasing tenfold from $4 million in 1927 to $40 million in 1929.8 Radio broadcasts of boxing matches were attracting tens of millions of listeners over newly established national networks with their own sponsors contributing to the financial boom.

The advent of commercial radio at the beginning of the 1920s immediately raised the suspicions of newspaper publishers.9 As the radio industry would invest in television a generation later, fortuitous publishers started radio stations of their own although initially believing that radio would primarily service their newspaper enterprises.

The Detroit News, Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, Atlanta Journal, and Chicago Daily News all promptly established radio stations. Industry giant William Randolph Hearst went on to develop a series of radio stations under the banner of Hearst Radio, Inc.10

The newspaper industry displayed soothsayer-like abilities in its early awareness of the threat of slow-forming competitive storms. However, it possessed only a limited ability to avert the dire consequences. The influence of the newspaper industry would be permanently degraded at the hands of radio, exploding during the Depression and pushing publishers into rapid decline by the eve of World War II. During that era, boxing broadcasts overtook newspapers as the most significant communicator of the sport to the public. Newspapers still performed the important but secondary function of providing the buildup for boxing events, as well as postfight summations and analysis. Ironically, one short generation later, television would undo the significance of radio in a similar fashion—minimizing that industry and its role in the boxing world even more rapidly.

B. The Relationship Between “Fight Films” and Radio

During the same period in which the newspaper and radio industries competed for dominance, the medium of film provided a complementary method of reporting boxing news. Filmed boxing matches and other activities related to the bout, such as the weigh-in, were commonly referred to as “fight films.”

The term fight film has a number of connotations. During the golden age of radio, it usually described a motion picture of a boxing match captured on film stock for later playback at a movie theater or similar forum. Similar boxing content of a shorter duration was also made available in theaters in the form of feature stories or brief vignettes and news items. This filmed material was part of a longer, multisubject program commonly referred to as newsreel.

Fight films were commercially important for a number of reasons. A compelling match on radio was certain to cultivate a large viewing audience eager to see what they had listened to. Additionally, if an important or entertaining bout was not presented on radio, and only ticket holders saw the event, an even greater audience was provided. Typically, these bouts were shown during the ensuing week while interest was still keen. When Max Schmeling shocked Joe Louis and the world in their first match on June 19, 1936, the film was rushed into movie theaters within a few days. These boxing films often played as part of a double bill with a movie, as was the case with Louis-Schmeling I. They were also subject to film critiques: “Strictly on performance basis, Joe Louis and Max Schmeling are giving a better account of themselves on the Rialto’s screen these days than John Howard, Frances Farmer, Grant Withers and the other lads engaged in a melodramatic trifle called Border Flight,” one newspaper reviewer noted.1

Due to the expense, filming was reserved for championship contests and other high-profile matches with a high probability of drawing theater audiences. This economic factor defined the role of the fight film in boxing—a specialized commodity that carried a disproportionate significance.

Sometimes a fight of great interest would extend its stay, just like a successful Broadway play. When Ernie Schaaf died at the hands of Primo Carnera from injuries sustained at Madison Square Garden during a Depression-era contest, the film of the tragic affair played to large audiences and was “held over” at the Mayfair in New York.2

Because of the racial violence precipitated by the national viewing of the 1910 Jack Johnson-James J. Jeffries bout, a law was passed two years later prohibiting the movement of fight films in interstate commerce. Practically speaking, this meant that it was illegal to transfer boxing films over state lines. For example, films of a match contested in New York City could not be viewed in Newark, New Jersey, just a few miles away. In effect, the viewing of these films was reduced to parochial affairs. Since many of the fights filmed were held in New York or other large cities like Chicago, they were still capable of drawing large local audiences. However, these gatherings paled in comparison to the lost potential national viewership.

The law, which remained in effect until 1940, was regularly enforced. Promoter George “Tex” Rickard was fined $7,000 for a violation in connection with Dempsey-Carpentier fight films. At the time, indictments were also pending for a similar offense: transportation of films of the Rickard-promoted Dempsey-Firpo bout from New York to New Jersey.3

The logic of “state lines” determining who could view a bout was suspect at best. Perhaps more incredible was another notion that the showing of these films in the state where they were filmed could also be banned under existing censorship laws. The issue was credible enough for the State Motion Picture Commission to make inquiry with the New York Attorney General in connection with the 1926 Paul Berlenbach-Young Stribling bout. Fortunately for fight fans in New York, it was ruled that such pictures constituted permissible current events or pictorial news within the censorship law.4

Years later, when early television broadcasting arrived, the issue of whether telecasts transmitted over state lines would be in violation of the interstate commerce law was raised.5 However, by the time the question arrived, it had become moot. The fight film law was patently antiquated, if not inherently illogical, and in 1940 it was repealed.

Undoubtedly, the fight film law increased the value of a radio broadcast. Radio was the only option outside the live arena to truly experience the fight unless you were local to the fight and could view a theatrical release. Before television, fight films and radio broadcasting coexisted as complementary media offering a combined audio and visual accounting of the sport. However, it was a fragmented presentation, an imperfection that was eventually resolved by television.

Another disadvantage of fight films that TV ameliorated was their lack of immediacy. As soon as big-time boxing made it to television with the first Baer-Nova bout in 1939, this glaring deficiency was immediately confirmed: “This seeing by radio is far more exciting than watching a belated and cut newsreel of such warfare, because here the result is in suspense, it may be revealed at any moment on the screen,” noted one viewer.6

From a historical perspective, the great value of the fight film is the visual record of the sport created prior to 1947 and the advent of kinescope—the preservationist of boxing on early television. Without these films, a visual ring record of Jack Johnson, Jack Dempsey, Gene Tunney, Mickey Walker, or Joe Louis in his prime would not exist. Likewise, the skills of the great little men such as Benny Leonard, Kid Chocolate, Tony Canzoneri, Barney Ross, and Jimmy McLarnin would have been lost forever. Indeed, before radio recordings circa 1930, almost the entire period of gloved fighting up to that time is preserved only on film.

Even for the period after kinescope arrived in the late 1940s, these fight films maintain a significant value due to their superior visual quality to those of televised recordings. Additionally, only a small number of television kinescopes remain, often leaving the fight film as the only surviving recording. Today, these fight films are frequently featured in boxing historical retrospectives, documentary films, and news items, reflecting their equal role with radio and television in the preservation of boxing history.


PREFACE

The golden age of boxing on radio spans two milestones of the sport. It began just after Jack Dempsey’s ascension to the heavyweight crown in 1919 and lasted into the twilight of Joe Louis’s heavyweight reign and his retirement in 1949. The Dempsey era of the Roaring Twenties was spearheaded by promoter Tex Rickard. The Louis period from the late Depression through World War II and its immediate aftermath was orchestrated by Rickard protégé Mike Jacobs.

In between Rickard and Jacobs, a stagnant period of five or six years featured neither a star heavyweight champion nor a memorable promoter. This faceless epoch can appropriately be labeled the “Madison Square Garden Era” for that corporation’s promotional dominance.

Because of the enormous popularity of Dempsey and Louis, press coverage of their fights was disproportionate to that of other boxers, even fellow champions of the period. Therefore, the historical record is slanted in favor of the pair.

More specifically, the broadcast of Dempsey and Louis fights, as well as other information relating to those broadcasts, were much more widely memorialized in newspapers and other print media than the vast majority of the other fights aired on the radio during the same period. Consequently, the broadcast of radio, from both a technical and anecdotal standpoint, was fairly well preserved for those fighters and their fights. Conversely, specific information about radio broadcasts of fighters in other divisions, even those other ring greats, exists in a much more limited breadth and scope.

That is not to say that radio did not cover these other fighters and fights. In fact, many of the boxing radio broadcasts from 1930 to 1950 featured championship contests. Other broadcasts were comprised of nonchampionship bouts featuring contenders, former contenders, rising prospects, journeymen, and a host of amateur boxers. At the height of these broadcasts, these fighters were collectively heard several times weekly.

Unfortunately, not as much about these broadcasts is known: the machinations of how the broadcasts were realized by the promoters; the technical triumphs and gaffes of putting the events on the air; the events’ social context from who listened to the fights to where they gathered to listen, to why the fights were important to them. For many broadcasts, only a fragmented view of the past can be parceled together from an incomplete record.

The history of boxing on the radio during the 1920s is preserved exclusively in the records of print media because virtually no audio broadcasts have survived. During most of this decade, although there were many fewer broadcasts, a focus on the social and technological significance of those broadcasts was often highlighted in print coverage.

Conversely, the record of boxing radio during the 1930s and ’40s is almost diametrically opposed. By the end of the twenties, radio as an event had become passé. Print media during the subsequent decades often took a passive role with regard to radio. Often the routine mention of the time and station of a broadcast and the percentages of radio receipts the fighters received were the only “radio perspective” deemed worthy of coverage. As a result, the historical record of boxing on radio during the Depression, war years, and beyond is disproportionately reflected in whatever has survived of the actual broadcasts themselves.

This volume is a reflection of the historical record. Great fighters such as Harry Greb, Harry Wills, Tony Canzoneri, Henry Armstrong, Barney Ross, Tony Zale, Sugar Ray Robinson, and Beau Jack figured prominently in the broadcast of the sport. Any broader coverage in these pages of fighters such as Dempsey or Louis is merely a reflection of that record.


Chapter 1

FROM FANCY TO PHENOMENON: THE SEMINAL BOXING BROADCASTS

While the rise of radio may never be associated with the simultaneous three-division boxing champion Henry Armstrong, he nevertheless shares the birth date of December 12 with the medium. On that date in 1901, Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi took a major step in revolutionizing communications. Marconi ran a box kite up a group of thin wires that acted as an antenna. This resulted in the transmission of a simple three-dot Morse code message representing the letter “S.”1

Unlike Samuel B. Morse’s revolutionary code transmission in 1835 that traveled via wire, Marconi’s signal carried through the air without a conduit. It journeyed over 2,000 nautical miles from St. John’s, New Foundland, across the Atlantic Ocean to its final destination in England. The faint sound created by the keying of the dot-dot-dot message in North America was received by Marconi in Cornwall.2 Within the next fifteen years, Marconi’s “wireless” went from transmitting simple dot-dash Morse code signals to music and voice transmissions. The foundation for modern radio had been laid.3

Several years later, in 1920, commercial radio launched its first regular broadcast from Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Companies station KDKA, Pittsburgh. The following year, a few other radio stations joined the airwaves.4 Radio quickly developed a number of nicknames including “the wireless.” Radio transmissions were also called “telephony,” broadcasting by “radio telephone,” “talking through the ether,” or other technically descriptive terminology.

While early radio was perceived by the public as a technological marvel, its practical applications and permanent nature were initially overlooked. Radio was considered to be the latest fad, a novelty that provided whimsical amusement carrying “word pictures” on its “invisible wings.” One advertisement for a radio company featured the picture of a little girl marveling before the Radiola. A caption explained her belief that the invention “brings to her the voice of the Man in the Moon—from up in the sky.”5 A songwriter was inspired to write the fanciful ballet Kiss Me by Wireless after hearing the voice of actress Norma Shearer over the “radio phone.”6 Audacious couples took their wedding vows on the air, and it was reported that they were “married by radio.” “It’s the latest thing,” the public was informed.7

Ironically, a form of entertainment—sports—with boxing at its forefront would play a major role in the development of radio. The broadcast of boxing was a seminal contributor to the establishment of radio’s financial viability, as well as an early mirror of changing social norms.

The relationship between boxing and early radio was a natural fit. Since boxing matches are scheduled well in advance, problems relating to equipment setup was minimal. A stationary ring also eliminated the necessity for any movement of equipment once the initial hookup was completed. While today’s technology has made such logistics moot, they were critical to early broadcasting. Additionally, with the somewhat repetitive actions of only two participants, the listening audience could clearly visualize the ring action in their mind’s eye.

The first boxing match broadcast on radio occurred on April 11, 1921, with KDKA’s transmission of a bout between Johnny Ray and Johnny Dundee from Pittsburgh’s Duquesne Garden.8 Boxing’s first broadcaster was Harold W. Arlin, a KDKA announcer who was also the first person to be employed as a full-time radio announcer and the first to broadcast a major league baseball game.9, 10, 11 The experimental broadcast of the Ray-Dundee match has long been forgotten by all except a few radio historians. Even boxing historians tend to omit it from boxing’s “firsts,” often citing the O’Gatty-McFarland fight on the Dempsey-Carpentier undercard as the first boxing broadcast.12

Due to the significance of the match and the scope of the broadcast attempted, the Jack Dempsey-Georges Carpentier heavyweight championship bout, a Tex Rickard–chaperoned event a few months later, would serve as the true courting stage for the marriage of technology and sport. Rickard’s adventurous partner in this grand-scale experiment was communication prodigy David Sarnoff, a former Marconi employee. While working for Marconi in 1912 as a wireless operator stationed in Nantucket Island, Massachusetts, Sarnoff was one of the few who received distress signals from the sinking Titanic.13 Now employed by RCA, he was looking for a high-profile event to catapult RCA into broadcasting. He found it in Dempsey-Carpentier.14

Some claim that Sarnoff’s role in orchestrating the broadcast was embellished over time, a rewriting of history that squeezed several key players out of the story.15 Reports contemporaneous with the event indicate that the idea to broadcast the bout originated with Julius Hopp, manager of concerts at Madison Square Garden. Hopp received support for his idea from Garden promoter Rickard and other decision makers at the Garden. A few months prior, they had promoted the Benny Leonard-Richie Mitchell fight with certain proceeds of the affair going to the American Committee for Devastated France. This event would be structured along similar lines, with a charitable component.16

Rickard charged Hopp with the responsibility of obtaining a transmitter and overseeing the various theaters, halls, and auditoriums where the broadcast would be received. Hopp would also engage amateur radio enthusiasts who possessed the knowledge to set up the radio receiving equipment. Since few individuals at the time owned their own radio receivers, this was the only way to reach a substantial audience.

To find the technical experts needed, Hopp garnered the support of Major J. Andrew White, acting president of the National Amateur Wireless Association. White then went to Sarnoff at RCA. Unlike some of his colleagues, Sarnoff took an interest in the project.17 One element of the Sarnoff tale not in dispute is that he provided the $1,500 seed money for the venture and loaned out several RCA engineers.

J. Owen Smith, one of the RCA engineers, was granted permission to borrow the world’s largest portable transmitter, a General Electric apparatus made for the US Navy. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, then Undersecretary of the Navy, facilitated the loan.18 White made arrangements to have the transmitter delivered by tug from General Electric’s plant in Schenectady, New York. Roosevelt was the president of the Navy Club at the time, and the club was added as a second charitable beneficiary of the broadcast.19

A temporary transmitter authorization was received with the call sign WJY. WJY in Newark, New Jersey, would deliver the historic broadcast. Additionally, KDKA in Pittsburgh also carried the bout by relaying WJY’s announcements.20

The transmitter was positioned two and one-half miles from the arena. An antenna was strung between two railroad towers on the property of the Delaware, Lackawana and Western Railway terminal in Hoboken. The radio equipment was set up in a galvanized hut used by Pullman porters to change their uniforms. When the porters objected to their displacement, Smith was forced to sleep in the hut to guard the equipment.21

At Jack Dempsey’s training camp several days before the fight, Major White tuned in a “radio music box,” while Dempsey wore a headset attached to a receiver. The champion experienced a sample of the technology that would shortly deliver his historic bout to the largest audience in boxing history.22 In one version of the historic broadcast, Sarnoff sat ringside next to Major White, editor of The Wireless Age, who delivered the first blow-by-blow description of a championship boxing contest. However, White’s voice was not broadcast over the airwaves. J. O. Smith received White’s description in the porter’s hut, and then Smith repeated White’s words into the broadcast microphone for the relay to reach the public via radio station WJY.23 A relay was required because AT&T refused to allow White’s ringside telephone wire to be directly connected to the transmitter.24, 25
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Heavyweight champion Jack Dempsey tests the equipment that will deliver the historic broadcast of his bout with Georges Carpentier. Dempsey retained the title by KO in the fourth round. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.

A more compelling argument has been made that Sarnoff was not at ringside. Photographs prove that an individual named Harry Welker sat next to White. Written accounts also support the theory Welker was White’s assistant for the broadcast.26 Early accounts of the broadcast confirm Smith on the air. White spoke into a telephone line, and a high-speed telegrapher created a verbatim, typed bulletin of his words, which were then repeated by Smith in the hut and sent out over the air.27 However, many years later, White explained how Smith circumvented the AT&T restriction so it was actually White’s voice transmitted to the public: “Smith put a five-inch diaphragm into the receiving telephone and hooked another telephone with a big diaphragm to the radio transmitter,” so that White’s voice would be picked up and transmitted directly over WJY.”28

While it will probably never be known for sure whether it was Smith or White heard by radio audiences that day, the broadcast was a technological success, reaching an unprecedented radio audience. Thirty halls and theaters, each operated by the two charities, carried the fight. Ten were located in New York. Another twenty stretched as far north as Springfield, Massachusetts, westward to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and as far south as Wilmington, Delaware. Other enthusiastic radio amateurs organized their own operations, which contributed to the broadcast.

The single largest single audience was comprised of 1,200 people attending the Lowe’s New York Roof Theater. Typical public audiences included the Yonkers, New York, Elks Club with an audience of 100, and 140 people gathered at the Springfield, Massachusetts, Plaza Theater. One creative radio amateur reported that he “was able to perfect reception in a roller chair on the Asbury Park, Boardwalk.” Individual radio amateurs tuning in on their crystal radio sets at home received the signal as far north as Maine and west to Ohio.29 J. Andrew White described his historic ringside experience as the toughest of his reporting career: “Jammed up against the ring in a little coop, without elbow room, and with the hot sun beating down, and bedlam breaking loose on every side … it’s a wonder it even sounded intelligible. The men punched quicker than could be noted by speech. Their speed baffled the tongue; even the eye was strained. I could give only the ‘highlight’ punches—the ones that did some damage.”30

The ring announcer that memorable day was Joe Humphries, the dean of his profession. His vocals were a part of the fight game from the days of Jefferies until the dawn of the Louis era. Up until Dempsey-Carpentier, announcers had to rely exclusively upon the natural strength and range of their voices. It was the only way to reach the seemingly endless rows of fans stretched out before them. Humphries bristled when he learned that Rickard’s engineers wanted him to use a new electronic gadget—a Magnavox—to make his introductions of the fighters. Although he took the request as a personal condemnation and a slight against his craft, he ultimately acquiesced. Humphries greeted the audience by speaking into “a square black jigger about the size of a strawberry box with a trailing wire running down to the batteries under the scaffold” of the ring. He lauded Carpentier as “the idol of France and the hero of the war to end war.” A taken-aback Dempsey perceived this introduction as carrying an implied message magnifying his well-known reputation as a draft dodger.31

An estimated 300,000 people are believed to have heard the broadcast. Reuters, the British news agency, called the Dempsey-Carpentier fight “the world’s first real broadcast.”32 The Wireless Age recognized a seismic shift in the communications paradigm: “While the eyes of the world were awaiting the issuance of the time-honored descriptive printed word to tell the story—radio told it by voice!”33 After Dempsey knocked out the French war hero in four rounds in the main event, and 88,000 fans filed out of the massive wooden arena, a tally of the gross gate receipts hit a staggering $1,789,238, the highest in boxing history.34

Since the fight itself was of enormous public interest, its broadcast on radio was somewhat tangential. However, it heralded in the new age of boxing on radio and all its potentialities. It was also an opportunity not lost upon the ultraambitious and ingenious duo of entrepreneurs Rickard and Sarnoff.35

They continued their new partnership, arranging for radio sets and loudspeakers to be set up in theaters, lodge halls, and barns throughout the eastern US, utilizing promotion of a sponsorship committee headed by Roosevelt. FDR, along with Rickard and Georges Carpentier, advanced their efforts by signing certificates for amateur wireless groups whose expertise was used to set up the radio equipment at the selected locations.36 Radio’s potential for influence and power was quickly recognized by a number of other interests, as well. This awareness was reflected in the dramatic increase in the number of commercial radio licenses issued in 1922, exceeding 500. In 1923, broadcasting licenses were obtained by seventy-two universities, colleges, and schools; sixty-nine newspapers; twenty-nine department stores; twelve religious organizations; and a few automobile dealers, theaters, and banks.37 The public tuned into these stations on an ever-growing number of radio receivers from only 50,000 in 1921 to as many as 600,000 in 1922.38

The proven technological success of the Dempsey-Carpentier affair from Boyle’s Thirty Acres arena was a formula that would be repeated the following summer on three occasions. Radio’s second broadcast of a championship boxing match was the fistic idol Benny Leonard’s attempt to wrestle the welterweight title away from Jack Britton. The match was contested on June 26, 1922, in the open-air, 30,000-seat Velodrome in New York City, and broadcast from station WJZ in Newark, New Jersey. Unlike the Dempsey-Carpentier bout, which might have been telephoned by wire from ringside and then broadcast over the radio by a second person elsewhere, it was reported that “for the first time in the history of general radiophone broadcasting, every detail of the championship battle will be transmitted direct from ringside.”

This was achieved through “a special telephone connection” made between ringside and the transmitting station at WJZ. Major J. Andrew White spoke into an ordinary telephone transmitter. His voice was then carried over telephone lines to Newark, transferred into a special microphone, amplified, and then broadcast by WJZ. In a showing of radio solidarity, other metropolitan radio stations in close proximity to WJZ’s operation at 360 meters agreed to suspend their broadcasts at fight time to ensure no reception interference.39

Many radio shops rigged speakers outside their establishments so New Yorkers could hear the broadcast. They hoped that curious listeners would become their next consumers. Stores with small speaker amplifiers had only a brief range. If those gathered were beyond the radio’s reach, others passed along snippets of the fight as it happened. However, at most shops, such as one at 94th Street and Broadway, the broadcast was loud and “the streets were blocked from sidewalk to sidewalk with a listening mob.” In several instances, precinct police had to be called to clear overflowing foot traffic. At 23rd Street, police lines were formed to hold the crowd in check. In Times Square, a broadcast reached all the way to the Claridge Hotel, 250 yards away. To reduce the swelling crowd, the radio shop manager was forced to turn down the volume and limit the radio’s range.

Over 250,000 listeners within a radius of 800 miles heard Major White’s call of the bout, with audiences as far west as Ohio and Indiana and as far north as Nova Scotia. F. R. Krupp of Scranton, Pennsylvania, was one of many listeners who wrote WJZ complimentary letters regarding the broadcast: “We could hear all of the details,” including “the uproar of the crowd because of the foul.” A. P. Clark of Bridgeton, Maine, told friends, “he heard every word of the announcer perfectly and he could catch the noise of the crowd and the ringing of the gong clearly.”40

A month later, Leonard laid his lightweight title on the line against Lew Tendler. A description in a newspaper’s radio listing of the bout highlights how the most fundamental aspects of sound recreation were noteworthy during the infancy of radio: “Sensitive pick-up microphones will be installed at the ringside at Boyle’s Thirty Acres in Jersey City, New Jersey with direct connection to the radio transmitting apparatus of WJZ. A blow description of the fight will be given and even the timekeeper’s whistle and the clang of the gong at the beginning and end of each round as well as the cheers and comments of the spectators will be broadcast by the radiophone.”41

Like the Britton fight, the Tendler match brought about similar gatherings in the streets of New York, including a throng of people at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue in Harlem. A more comfortable setting for listening was provided at the Hotel Alpin, where an audience including several women adorned with necklaces sat in cushion-seated chairs around the radio. It was reported that “among the listeners were many of the fair sex,” including Olga Steck, prima donna of the Broadway musical comedy Sue Dear, who listened to the bout on her Aeriola Senior set in her dressing room.42

The technical aspects of the broadcast were uniformly appreciated by listening audiences. Even a fan who received reception interference from a station broadcasting a children’s program with a speaker who “insisted upon reciting portions of bedtime verses” was otherwise complimentary. Another fan from Jersey City, New Jersey, summed up the average home listener’s experience: “It was better than being at the fight, as I had a big, comfortable easy chair, a box of cigars, a cold glass (no, not of what we used to have) and all the comforts of home, yet I ‘saw’ the bout.”43 A writer for The Wireless Age concluded that “this bout clinched radio as a successful means of transmitting sporting results. In the future, no sport event of major importance will be complete without it.”44, 45

By the end of 1922, radio was gaining recognition as a practical invention: “Radio in the Home—and in the office, on board ship, everywhere. There is hardly a place of business in which radio cannot fit, cannot be used for pleasure or profit or both.”46 As radio was developing its universality, live blow-by-blow boxing broadcasts were still a rarity. With national and international coverage still nonexistent, creative use of available technologies was sometimes implemented to speedily deliver fight results to distant fans.

Such was the case of the Johnny Kilbane-Eugène Criqui bout in 1923. French fans still stinging from Carpentier’s shortfall against Dempsey anxiously awaited the opportunity for Criqui to bring a world championship back to France. A twofold plan was devised to accommodate these fans. The Department of Telegraphs in the French Ministry would expedite the results from New York via telegraph and then make a radio transmission from the Eiffel Tower. The broadcast provided the results to thousands of Parisians who were lucky enough to own private radio sets provided they kept “their receivers tuned up to the proper wave length.”47

A few years later, WBZ in Boston, KDKA in Pittsburgh, CKAC in Montreal, and La Nacion in Buenos Aires, Argentina, hatched a multipart relay scheme that seemed disproportionate in effort to its broadcast of a radio description of international amateur boxing.

In one relay, a direct-line connection would bring bouts from Boston to Pittsburgh, where the strong signal of KDKA would broadcast a detailed account of the bouts. The final leg of the first relay was based on a wing and a prayer whereby “the Buenos Aires station can try to detect the waves and re-radiate them.” The Canadians would receive the blow-by-blow account from nearby WBZ in Boston and then rebroadcast the matches over the Montreal airwaves, completing the second relay.48

The strategy proved successful. The ringside report from Boston via Pittsburgh was “plainly audible at the receiving end” in Buenos Aires 6,000 miles away. From Buenos Aires, a rebroadcast all over South America was made. Still, a relay transmission was not direct or “live” in the manner of today. A representative of La Nacion was sending the ringside report from Boston to Pittsburgh, where it was translated and then rebroadcast from the US to South America. Europe had yet to become connected with American broadcasts, and the Associated Press cabled the story of the fights to Europe while it was broadcast.49

During the 1920s, radio broadcasts were also supplemented in imaginative, even bizarre ways. The Lafayette Billiard Emporium in New York City planned to make special arrangements for “receiving the returns,” “by radio and news telegraph service” of the Harry Wills-Charlie Weinert, Harry Greb-Mickey Walker doubleheader. A billiard table was to be converted into a small ring where two individuals would “demonstrate every blow and by whom delivered as they occur in the ring at the big fight.”50

On other occasions, if radio did not exist, interested parties would build the “radio apparatus” for the sole purpose of promoting and/or broadcasting the fight. When Rickard staged the Dempsey-Gibbons affair on July 4, 1923, with the Chamber of Commerce of Shelby, Montana, he built a broadcasting station with a purported range of 3,000 square miles. Nearby Great Falls already had a radio station and would accommodate “short talks” by Dempsey on evenings as the fight approached, with Gibbons doing the same from the new station in Shelby. “This will be another innovation and will make the bout from this standpoint the most modern in the history of the ring,” it was proudly reported.51

The fight was broadcast back east over station WGY, Schenectady, New York, with the blow-by-blow provided by famed sportswriter Hype Igoe. One writer suggested that the new luxury of the portable radio be taken advantage of: “Go to the seashore or the mountains or on that automobile trip and take your radio set with you … draw up along the roadside at an attractive spot shaded by trees with a prospect of rugged mountain or sloping hills or purling brook before you, rig up your aerial and ground and listen in to the fight as your wife spreads the picnic meal.”52

A few short months later, Dempsey was back in the ring against Luis “Angel” Firpo, the “Wild Bull of the Pampas.” The morning of the fight, Dempsey and Firpo weighed in at the boxing commission’s office in Manhattan’s Flatiron building. The bout would produce the four wildest minutes in heavyweight history with Firpo down nine times and Dempsey downed twice, including being knocked out of the ring.53

Major White called the bout from the Polo Grounds. Grantland Rice described the radio broadcast as having “reproduced by electrical magic a roar of profanity, a yell of 100,000 throats.”54 The fight was carried to a burgeoning radio audience: “Scarce a hamlet in the eastern half of the United States had but one or more loud speakers set up to the street with a crowd listening and cheering and going wild as at the ringside.”55 The audience also reflected a surprising new demographic for the sport: “Gentle, home-living women who thought they could never be interested in a prize-fight found themselves standing on chairs during the excitement of the Dempsey-Firpo match.”56

In Argentina, it was reported that “European affairs” and “the situation in Spain” were “subordinated to the comments on the probable results of the Firpo-Dempsey match.” All of the sporting clubs were outfitted with radios. When returns were received by radio and results known, colored rockets were to be sent into the sky to notify the public.57 Current shortwave technology did not permit White’s voice to reach South America. White’s English language broadcast from New York was transcribed into “dot-dash” language and then transmitted to Buenos Aires. The signal was then translated into the Spanish language and broadcast to Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay.58

Although some commercial broadcast transmitters were emitting signals with considerable range, home radios during the early 1920s were limited in their ability to clearly tune into a broadcast. To assist in hearing transmissions, receivers could be equipped with one or more headsets. Wearing headsets was referred to as “putting the cans on.” One manufacturer’s ad boasted that “A Brandes Wireless Headset can be worn as comfortably as an old soft hat.”59 When famed radio broadcaster Don Dunphy was a child, he listened to Major White’s broadcast of the Dempsey-Firpo bout using this equipment. Dunphy tuned White’s blow-by-blow into his headset and then relayed White’s call to the rest of the family, who huddled around in eager anticipation.60

It was financially prudent for radio to follow the world’s heavyweight champion wherever he might fight, and it was no surprise that fans were willing to work a little to tune in elusive radio signals that carried his escapades. However, regional broadcasts of boxing’s lesser main events were also becoming regular fare during the mid- and late-1920s. WSB in Atlanta, for instance, featured the ringside broadcast of the Young Stribling-Billy Shade contest in 1924. Local flavor was provided by the southern headliner Stribling to listeners in that region. Depending on the atmospheric conditions, northeasterners might have also been able to tune in the bout.61

Other local headliners were regularly featured on major radio stations in the boxer’s home base city such as WNAC’s coverage of Red Chapman in Boston.62 Additionally, the broadcast of local club fights from locales such as Ridgewood Grove in New York were also popular.63 During this era, even the most parochial of fisticuffs found their way onto the airwaves. WPAB, State College, Pennsylvania—283.5—broadcast ringside reports of collegiate boxing matches;64 and AT-9, the Army broadcasting station at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, provided descriptions of Army contests.65 Catholic Big Sisters charity bouts were aired from New York City.66

Madison Square Garden became a regular contributor to boxing programming on the radio from its beginning, providing radio coverage for championship matches it hosted from 1921 to 1924.67 MSG even helped promote the radio industry with a weeklong radio fair in 1924, attracting 165,000 patrons to its exhibits.

At this time, radio was emerging as a standard industry, becoming as ubiquitous as the automobile. For the first time, a radio stock had been listed on the New York Stock Exchange.68 Guglielmo Marconi found the medium that he helped create to have no limitations: “Is it too much to suggest that at no distant date a doctor will be able to diagnose by wireless?” he posited.69

However, from the start, effects of radio on the sport of boxing were viewed as a double-edged sword. Radio provided enormous publicity for the product, but its contribution to the promoter’s bottom line was suspect. Ironically, at the same time that the Garden was touting the industry with the Radio Fair, it was moving away from broadcasting its championship bouts. The Garden’s promoter, Tex Rickard, pulled the plug on radio broadcasts on November 25, 1924. Garden officials cited radio listeners’ satisfaction with the blow-by-blow descriptions as the cause for reduced “live” attendance and a decline in his financial return.70, 71 The very same day, it was reported that the famed Garden, an architectural gem designed by Stanford White in 1890, was scheduled for demolition. The previous June, Rickard, who was also president of the new Madison Square Garden, had purchased the Car Barns on the west side of Eighth Avenue from 49th to 50th Streets, with plans to develop the spot into “the largest place of amusement in the world.”72

Boxing fans had become accustomed to listening to boxing on the radio for free. When deprived of this privilege, they were expectedly disappointed. The night before the 1925 Tunney-Gibbons bout, contested for the right to meet Jack Dempsey for the title, it was announced that there would be no radio broadcast of the fight and its undercard. Fans were sometimes subjected to these last-minute broadcasting decisions. Radio coverage of the bout depended upon the strength of advance ticket sales. When sales did not meet the promoter’s expectations, fans had no choice but to pay at least the price of a general admission ticket ($2.40 for Tunney-Gibbons) for the privilege of enjoying the bout.73

Several years after Rickard’s Garden vision became a reality, radio would return to the Garden. In January, 1926, shortly after the new arena opened, it was reported that Rickard had purchased station WWGL. The station planned to broadcast Garden fights from its location on top of the arena. When asked if he had changed his attitude regarding boxing broadcasting, Rickard refused to make a statement. However, he apparently had a greater comfort zone with radio when he had more direct control over its use.74

Rickard would move forward with radio, changing the station’s name to WMSG. The station would broadcast various events, including boxing, from the Garden. For example, in 1927, WMSG broadcast the holiday boxing carnival from the New York Navy Yard, which entertained personnel of the ships docked at the yard for the Christmas season. Rickard and light-heavyweight champion Tommy Loughran served as two of the bout’s judges.

However, Rickard did not always utilize WMSG for his blockbuster boxing matches. Some aired over other major stations such as WEAF in New York and various stations on the NBC and CBS radio networks.75 By the spring of 1927, Rickard was publicly supporting the idea of boxing on the radio without qualification. “Radio is a great aid to boxing,” he explained. “It serves two purposes. It is steadily breaking down the idea which many persons still hold that boxing is a brutal game. In addition it is attracting a higher-type of fan to the bouts.” On the issue of its financial repercussions, Rickard, at least temporarily, made his metamorphosis when he stated, “I think broadcasting a show makes new customers.”76 At this time, the Garden and NBC’s Blue Network struck a new radio deal opening with the broadcast of the Jack Sharkey-Jack Delaney bout in 1928 with Major J. Andrew White at the microphone.77 Rickard’s liberal radio stance continued the following year, with WMSG and WPCH broadcasting all of the Garden’s fights, including championship bouts.78

A national survey conducted by station WJZ at the time indicated that sports fans favored baseball and then football as radio sports, with boxing ranked third ahead of horse racing and other sports.79 Statistics, however, may not have appropriately reflected the level of popularity of boxing in the eastern US. The July 1926 light-heavyweight championship bout between Jack Delaney and Paul Berlenbach, for example, was broadcast by three local radio stations: WNYC, WFBH, and WMCA.80 For another card from the Polo Grounds, two different radio stations broadcast opposite ends of a boxing doubleheader: WGBS covered the Dave Shade-Jimmy Slattery bout and WHN broadcast the Harry Wills-Charlie Weinert match.81

Broadcasts from Rickard’s new Garden in the years that followed played a substantial role in increasing boxing’s popularity on the radio and helping the Garden become synonymous with boxing. During this same period, legal restrictions on boxing matches in Chicago were lifted. A brand new arena, the Chicago Stadium, was erected, and radio would cover the opening of the new arena with the broadcast of Tommy Loughran’s split-decision victory over Mickey Walker. This broadcast would mark the beginning of Chicago Stadium’s ascension as “The Madison Square Garden of the Midwest.” For decades to follow, the Stadium would periodically host radio coverage of bouts of regional and national importance.82


Chapter 2

DEMPSEY, TUNNEY, AND THE FORMATION OF RADIO NETWORKS

Tex Rickard not only held sway at the Garden as its president, but also as promoter of the jewel of the sport—heavyweight champion Jack Dempsey. After a three-year hiatus from the ring, Dempsey was ready for his return against the heavyweight division’s premier challenger, Gene Tunney. Dempsey’s dispute with the New York State Athletic Commission would keep the first Tunney match out of New York and Garden-controlled arenas, but the bout was still within the purview of Rickard and the Garden’s influence. Rickard also controlled the radio aspects of the promotion. These were made in conjunction with the Sesquicentennial officials who provided a new, oversize stadium in Philadelphia for the bout.

Under the banner of Rickard, Colonel John S. Hammond, vice president of the Garden Corporation, sold broadcasting rights of the bout to George Edward Smith, president of the Royal Typewriter Company of New York. The broadcast would be implemented by a consortium of radio giants of the day, including the WJZ network of the Radio Corporation of America, the WEAF chain and at least twenty-five of its most powerful stations, and the high-powered stations of General Electric and the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company. The stations of Rickard’s giant radio network would cover two-thirds of the land area of the US and would “carry a word picture to the largest audience of fight fans ever assembled in boxing history.”1
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Tex Rickard was not only boxing’s foremost promoter of the 1920s, but also the first to grapple with the financial implications of radio’s influence on the sport. By Bain News Service via Wikimedia Commons.

A precursor to closed-circuit video broadcasts in arenas from the 1950s through the 1980s, an audio hookup would allow MSG attendees to hear Major White’s blow-by-blow from ringside at Philly’s Sesquicentennial Stadium. The trick was accomplished with a special telephone wire running from Philadelphia into the “large public addressograph” suspended in the Garden. The price to listen to the radio broadcast with thousands of other enthusiasts in the arena was fifty cents or a dollar, with all preliminaries included.2

If the broadcast of the Dempsey-Carpentier bout marked a historic occurrence in boxing radio history, then the first Dempsey-Tunney encounter was its watershed moment of maturity. With the heavyweight championship dormant for three years, the public was starved for a title contest. Interest in the bout between the draft dodger and the former Marine was acute. Utilizing a shortwave radio relay, the fight was broadcast through a network of radio stations throughout the United States. Numerous stations in the Northeast and Midwest would carry the bout. The action could also be heard across America from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh, Cincinnati to St. Louis, and Kansas City to Denver to Oakland.3

Once a scientific curiosity, radio was now a necessity. Industrial-looking crystal sets with exposed tubes and wires had been replaced by handcrafted furniture worthy of the parlor in any respectable home. Some of the names of the manufacturers still resonate: Philco, Zenith, and RCA. Others have been long forgotten: Stromberg Carlson, Sparton Equasonne, and Federal Orthosonic.4

Fifteen million listeners would gather around their radios for the fight. Announcing chores were assigned to the sport’s premier men of the day—Major J. Andrew White and Graham McNamee. They set the scene of the epic encounter for the radio audience. McNamee: “Gene is standing in the corner of the ring now. He has got probably the most up-to-date covering in the bathrobe line that has ever been seen in the history of the prize ring. On the back he has a gigantic emblem of the marines. It is not a bathrobe. It is a dressing gown with a red back. … If you hear a buzzing roar in this besides our voices, you will know it is the local announcer, who is handling the large speaker, which has a battery screened about thirty feet above our heads. … They are both rubbing the resin into their shoes now and they are ready for the gong. (Bell rings). There it goes, the heavyweight championship. This battle is on!”5

McNamee between rounds two and three: “This fight shows what happens to a fighter that doesn’t fight. … Three or four times Dempsey has looked groggy in these two rounds. … Gene Tunney leads by a long margin at the end of the second round. He looks fresh as a daisy and Jack looks a little tired.” Major White during round five: “You see Dempsey crowding and pushing, but he does not show the whirling, rushing attack that has been so characteristic of his fighting and which made him champion.” White at the conclusion of the fight: “There is the bell and unquestionably we have a new champion … the crowd is going wild and is beginning to climb over our heads.”6

In a move that today could only be considered a gross breach of protocol, if not professional suicide, McNamee stood in the ring and announced to the crowd of 120,000 and fifteen million radio listeners: “Ladies and gentleman, the decision has not been made yet, but undoubtedly Gene Tunney is the new heavyweight champion of the world.” McNamee had jumped the gun, but fortunately, the judges were in agreement. Tunney then summed up his experience for the radio audience: “I have realized all my ambition, and I will try to defend the title that I have worked so hard for six years, and I am going to try to defend it as becomes a marine.”7

While there is no known surviving recording of the bout, the blow-by-blow description was captured by three expert shorthand writers of the State Law Reporting Company at the New York Times office. Therefore, a written record of the broadcast has survived—possibly the first big news event to be reported verbatim in a newspaper.8

In England, a few lucky listeners were able to distinctly hear the broadcast from ringside by “listening in on the wireless.” Hundreds of individuals watched the “tickers” in clubs and newspaper offices for the returns. Still hundreds more “walked the streets all night to await late editions of the newspapers giving results.”9 In South Africa, radio amateurs attempted to pick up American shortwave station 2XAF direct, and others listened in on crystal sets to the broadcast of station “JB,” which was rebroadcasting the American shortwave signal.10

Sometime later, Tunney revealed his innermost thoughts on the title win to a WEAF radio audience: “I knew that I was just as physically fit, had a knowledge of the game accumulated over seven years of actual experience, knew that my resistance was good as any man’s, knew that my recuperative powers must be as good as any man’s and know that there are no supermen. So that, in spite of what the consensus of opinion was, I was not going to permit anything to rob my consciousness of this knowledge.”11

The first Tunney-Dempsey fight had propelled the marriage of boxing and radio into high gear, and boxing content on radio continued to diversify. Chicago’s WGN began a series of historical boxing recreations, Famous Fights of All Time, featuring classic ring battles. The radio series opened with the 1882 Sullivan-Paddy Ryan bare-knuckle tussle in Mississippi. Other memorable bouts featured were Gans-McGovern (1900), the St. Patrick’s day clash between Battling Siki-Mike McTigue, Johnson-Ketchel, and Pancho Villa’s defeat of Jimmy Wilde for the flyweight title. Apparently the Windy City, only recently reinstating boxing after a twenty-five-year prohibition following the Gans-McGovern fiasco of a fixed fight, was still hungry for tales of the fight game.12

The popularity of radio led to a proliferation of stations nationally. With a limited number of wavelengths for broadcasting, the inevitable problem arose of two or more stations with the same or adjacent wavelength causing reception interference for one another. The problem was serious enough for Radio Commissioner O. H. Caldwell to come to New York in May, 1927, to address the need for the national reallocation of wavelengths.13 While commercial radio worked out its growing pains, it continued to evolve. Just two weeks later, it was reported that testing proved that the KDKA transmitter could put out as much as 50,000 watts, with audiences in New England, Michigan, and New York reporting a stronger and sharper signal.14

Commensurate with these technical improvements, radio seemed to offer a milestone of sorts with each succeeding major broadcast. After Dempsey lost his title to Tunney, he sought to reinsert himself into the heavyweight championship picture. In the summer of 1927, he was matched with the “Boston Gob,” Jack Sharkey. The bout was broadcast over a national network to an estimated fifty million listeners—a staggering figure far exceeding the fifteen million of the Tunney match only a year before. It was believed to be the largest radio audience in history.15 Radio would bring the bout to every corner of American society. Even the Ladies’ Aid Society of St. Mary’s Church in Corning, New York, listened to the bout as part of their ice cream social.16

The transcontinental network also boasted fifty-one stations, more than the record fifty stations that had recently broadcast Charles Lindbergh’s historic transcontinental flight and the post-flight reception held in Washington, DC.17 Like the first Tunney bout, the writers of the State Law Reporting Company recorded the fight in shorthand as described by announcers Graham McNamee and Phillips Carlin at ringside at Yankee Stadium. It remains the only surviving blow-by-blow description of the match:

McNamee: The crowd is giving Jack Dempsey … as great an ovation as any man ever received on any occasion. … He really looks like the old Dempsey. … Jack Sharkey in the other corner took his bathrobe off, and now they have wrapped it around him to keep the cool winds off … Dempsey … with black and red tights, and Sharkey with the purple tights … The bell! They immediately rush in.”

The historic seventh round: “Sharkey is down from a left to the side of the body. Sharkey is down! Dempsey has returned to his corner. They are counting over Sharkey, and he is out. Sharkey, knocked cold by Jack Dempsey, is carried to his corner by Dempsey and the referee. Sharkey is knocked cold! … I am sorry I just stopped for a moment. Time, forty-five seconds, Joe Humphries just told me—a left hook to the jaw. … Jack, Jack, Jack! Just say ‘Hello,’ Jack.” A jubilant Dempsey then addressed the radio audience: “Hello everybody! I am tickled to death to be here. Thank you very much.”18

The Dempsey-Sharkey broadcast was a tremendous hit for NBC. A wire to the company’s president, M. H. Aylesworth, delivered the following message: “Broadcasting of the Dempsey-Sharkey fight on the Pacific coast was a great success. Estimated audience equal to either Lindberg broadcast. City and country clubs, auditoriums and public gathering places were equipped with radio sets. Everybody today is talking about and praising the broadcast.”19 The Dempsey-Sharkey fight would begin in earnest a long and historic relationship between NBC and the sport of boxing.

In Mexico, numerous fans listened to direct transmissions delivered by American stations from ringside. Others listened on local stations including the retransmission to station CYJ. Some gathered around the twenty-five loudspeakers installed at important locations throughout Mexico City. In Australia, successful reception of American shortwave station 2XAF was reported, and station 2FC in Sydney provided the rebroadcast.20

Large national network broadcasts of bouts such as Dempsey’s with Tunney and Sharkey would soon become standard fare. The typical network hookup operated similarly to that for the Dempsey-Sharkey encounter. For that broadcast, essentially a wire network was used where all participating stations had a “Morse line” connecting with the “mother ship,” WEAF in New York. In order for all stations to be on the air at the same time, all stations’ chronometers were synchronized in advance. Tone frequencies were tested to ensure each station had the same broadcast volume. Repeaters and amplifiers were subsequently used to maintain proper volume levels.

Five minutes before the main event was aired, the Morse operator in New York signaled the telegraph operators at the other fifty-one stations: “We will want your carrier in five minutes.” Then, two minutes before, New York would send out the “QRX” or standby signal. Finally, an NW or “now” signal was flashed from New York to all stations. At that moment, the local stations immediately switched the local microphone circuit to the incoming line from New York.21

Technical achievements notwithstanding, the NBC production came under the scrutiny of fans for the announcers’ failure to report a crucial low blow delivered by Dempsey in the seventh round. In response, the NBC representative stated that McNamee, who was on transit to Toronto and unavailable for comment, did not see a foul blow. Even if he did, the announcer could not call a foul on the radio. According to the rules of the state boxing commission, an announcer cannot make an editorial comment. Only when a referee calls a foul can the announcer characterize a blow as such. Major J. Andrew White reported that from his ringside position he did not see a foul blow struck. He also appeared on radio station WOR and reiterated his position after the fight.22

Several weeks later, White’s position was disproven. The film of the bout clearly showed that Dempsey had delivered a low blow as the set-up punch to the knockout shot he landed just as Sharkey was appealing to the referee. Of course, Sharkey was complicit in his moment of doom by failing to follow one of boxing’s most sacred commandments, “Protect yourself at all times.”

Undaunted by the backlash created by the unreported low blow on the fight broadcast, New York State Athletic Commissioner William Muldoon added an additional shackle to radio announcers the next day. In future broadcasts, announcers would be prohibited from giving personal opinions or descriptions of a fighter’s physical appearance during the fight. That information was deemed irrelevant. “The public,” said the commissioners in justification of their position, “is not interested in the announcer’s opinion. What they want to know is how the fight progresses, what blows are struck and by whom.”23 “Furthermore,” Muldoon stated, “if descriptions of bloody fights reach children or other sensitive persons, it will reflect on the sport and perhaps bring forth condemnation of boxing as brutal.”24

A few days later, a letter to the editor appeared in The New York Times lambasting the new radio rule: “heaven help us—more prohibition.” The letter exposed the rule’s illogical nature: “What kind of ingenuous explanation would the announcer be obliged to give of a battle such as was recently fought in which Mike McTigue … was obliged to abandon the contest because of a flow of blood that could not be checked immediately?”25

Muldoon’s call for silence was just one example of the New York commission’s testing the limits of their authority over radio. In the fall of 1926, capitalizing on the laissez-faire approach of the Federal Radio Commission, the New York State Athletic Commission had passed a regulation requiring its approval of radio announcers before a broadcast would be sanctioned. The fundamental effect of this ruling on the industry resulted in prejudice against the smaller broadcasting interests. NBC had no problem receiving approval for the use of announcers such as Major White, but smaller broadcasting stations received consistent disapprovals.26 The commission’s approval requirement also had the concomitant effect of dictating whether certain broadcasts would reach the air at all. In one instance, they rejected former bantam and featherweight champion Terry McGovern as the announcer for the Dundee-Latzo bout at the Polo Grounds. No reason was given for their decision. WGL was forced to cancel the broadcast rather than be dictated to by the commission.27 The commission wielded its self-delegated authority inconsiderately. For Sharkey-Maloney, it waited until fifteen minutes before the start of the bout to advise WMSG who the announcer would be, leaving no time for coordination between the station and its announcer.28

An additional part of the regulation set the announcer’s fee. Besides the general control these rules afforded, they also allowed the commissioner to provide work to members of their referee/judge cadre who might otherwise sit idle. The commission’s instructions to WMSG one evening were typical: “Referee Arthur Donovan assigned to broadcast bouts at Garden to-night. Broadcasters are to receive $25 to-night.”29 These assignments of commission officials led to a rash of poor announcing. One critic of boxing Judge Harold Barnes, who took the microphone for the Sharkey-Maloney bout, lamented how he “leaned against the uninformative props of repetition and extraneous information whenever the action grew strenuous.”30 The commissioner’s appointed announcers were met with great disapproval of the radio audience. Radio stations such as WMSG began investigating the commission’s legal authority. Mercifully, the era of the commission-appointed announcers was merely symptomatic of the growing pains of the industry that would soon give way to radio’s legal autonomy.31

Shortly after the Dempsey-Tunney bout in Philadelphia, NBC announced plans to form NBC, Inc., “a solution [to] the problem of establishing national and permanent radio broadcasting.” WEAT, formerly of AT&T, would serve as the nucleus of a national broadcasting service. The goal was “to conserve and make permanent existing facilities, rather than to add anything to the growing contention for wavelengths … so that every event of national importance may be broadcast widely throughout the United States.”32

While radio networks were a new phenomenon at the time, it was not long before network wars were underway. NBC had broadcast the Dempsey-Sharkey fight and claimed exclusive rights to the Dempsey-Tunney rematch through their contractual relationship with Rickard. Nevertheless, CBS, “in the interest of widening the scope of its service,” and ostensibly for “competition offered … for excellence only,” instructed AT&T to supply wire facilities to allow CBS to broadcast a ringside description of the bout. It was an intrusive maneuver by CBS, which Rickard squashed.33, 34

A Dempsey-Tunney rematch would be a fait accompli the moment Tunney’s hand was raised in victory. The legendary “Battle of the Long Count” between Dempsey and Tunney has been recounted and retold during many intellectual debates, heated arguments, and bar fights for almost a century. Motion pictures of the knockdown dramatically captured the famous seventh round on film and have since become a part of boxing lore. However, the blow-by-blow description that millions across the country heard live is an obscurity.

Unlike Dempsey’s other title bouts, the actual broadcast of the fight survived. Graham McNamee described the most famous knockdown in boxing history as follows: “Tunney shot a hard left to Dempsey’s face which he follows up with two lefts, and as the left was into Dempsey’s face, he lands a right, and Dempsey comes back and Tunney is down! Tunney is down from a barrage of lefts and rights to the face; something is going on; Tunney is down and Dempsey is on the other side … eight … nine … and Tunney is up! And now they’re at it again, Tunney, Tunney is backing away and Dempsey is following.”35

The match contested at Chicago’s Soldiers Field was not only an event of great importance to broadcasters, but of unprecedented national interest. It was also one of the earliest sporting events with worldwide appeal.

In such distant and exotic places as Shanghai, China, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and Guayaquil, Ecuador, throngs of people anxiously gathered outside newspaper and telegraph offices, clubs, and hotels to receive news bulletins, wireless reports, and press flashes of the bout’s outcome. While not live radio, to receive such contemporaneous information from as far as halfway around the world was still cutting edge at the time.36

The rights to broadcast the fight in the US were hotly contested and still unresolved two weeks prior to the bout. Previously, Tex Rickard had sold the radio rights to Tunney’s first defense to NBC in New York. It was a right that the network desired to keep exclusive.

The fight was to be held in Chicago, and the rental of Soldiers Field needed to be secured. In a moment of municipal solidarity that the fractious city of Chicago had rarely seen, their South Park Board stood behind the local radio contingency. The $100,000 rental agreement for the cavernous stadium was not finalized until local radio privileges were granted to WGN, the Chicago Tribune’s radio station, and several other Chicago newspaper-owned stations.37

To capitalize on its coup of radio rights, WGN quickly moved into publicity mode. As Dempsey put the final touches on his training, each Saturday night Don Maxwell, Sporting Editor of the Tribune, would cover some aspect of the fight on his sports summary.38 WGN also created a new radio program, a three-part serial called The Fighting Life of Jack Dempsey. WGN’s Frank Dahm wrote the script, with music composed by Alfred G. Wathall. Bill Hay provided the narrative, and Quin Ryan recreated Dempsey’s battles. The serial chronicled Dempsey’s ring career from his victory over Fred Fulton up through his recent triumph over Jack Sharkey.39

WGN broadcast the famous fight from its studios in the Drake Hotel. The ringside blow-by-blow description and color commentary was made by Quin Ryan and Bill Hay, sent to the Drake’s control room and then on to Elgin, Illinois, where it went over the airwaves.

A special musical program was created to air after the bout. Accounts of the fight prepared by Chicago Tribune writers for the paper periodically interrupted the music as soon as they were pulled from their typewriters.40

NBC’s national broadcast was carried by a network of fifty-eight stations led by WEAF and WJZ in New York. The strong signal of shortwave radio station 2XAF from Schenectady, New York, was picked up by some as far off as England. In Puerto Rico, fans received a powerful signal so clear that some listeners claimed to hear the shuffling of the boxers’ feet.41 Some fifteen hundred miles from Chicago, hundreds of passengers of the Berengaria thrilled to the fight received on a Radiola Twenty while the ship was at sea.42

Back in the United States, prison wardens unexpectedly became radio censors deciding which inmates would be entitled the privilege of listening to the radio broadcast. In the New Jersey State Prison in Trenton, the warden permitted all five hundred prisoners to hear the bout, except four who were on death row—apparently deeming them unworthy. At Sing Sing prison in New York, a more liberal approach was followed, and all male inmates were allowed to listen, including fifteen on death row. At least one exception was made for the female prisoners. Ruth Snyder, a death row inmate scheduled for execution for murder in a crime of national notoriety, heard Graham McNamee’s historic broadcast through an open door between the men’s and women’s cells.43

So intense was the bout that upwards of ten deaths were attributed to it, five coming during the seventh-round knockdown.44 After listening to the radio broadcast, a Seattle man describing another bout he had seen in Chicago years earlier was stricken with a fatal heart attack.45

Dempsey’s retirement from the ring following “The Battle of the Long Count” left Rickard with the highly competent but less compelling Gene Tunney as his main attraction. For Tunney’s first title defense, Rickard choose New Zealander Tom Heeney from a lot of fair-to-middling contenders.

On a rain-soaked day two weeks before Heeney met Tunney at Yankee Stadium, ten-year-old John Merton ran away from his home in Elizabeth, New Jersey. It was the start of a forty-mile journey on foot to his hero Tom Heeney’s training camp. John’s fifteen-year-old brother Donald followed. Incredibly, Donald completed the trip, receiving dry clothes and coffee from a surprised Heeney.46 This was the kind of fanatical interest in the New Zealander that Rickard was banking on when he matched “The Hard Rock From Down Under” against the champion.

Rickard knew the fight had its financial risks; chief among them was Heeney’s lack of exposure. After the Dempsey-Tunney rematch, Rickard also had concerns that the radio broadcast had hurt the gate and feared a repeat occurrence. Only 104,000 people had filled the approximate 160,000 seats, leaving many of the cheap seats empty, including the bargain five-dollar seats. Rickard directly blamed the radio industry. Chicago area dealers had sold radios with a down payment for as low as the price of a Dempsey-Tunney II ticket. They slyly advertised that purchasers could both listen to the fight and own a radio.47 State taxes, which accounted for $9.20 on a $40.00 ticket, also made the fight so expensive it prompted some to have “wandered around looking for friends with radio sets.”48 In what proved to be Tunney’s swan song, he dispatched his game but overmatched challenger in the eleventh round before a disappointing crowd of 50,000. Rickard was peeved. He lamented that he only received $15,000 from NBC for the radio rights and ultimately lost $150,000 on the promotion. He publically asserted that everyone else made money on his promotion including the radio manufacturing companies, radio dealers, and radio servicemen who “made millions from the fight broadcast.”49
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