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THE BEAST WITHIN
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The story you are about to read has a beginning and a middle, but no end. It is a story about the fight game, and the fight game is an unkillable beast. What it did yesterday, it does today and, unless the sun doesn’t rise somewhere, it will do the same tomorrow.

Some periods and places, though, live in the imagination more vividly than others. The fifties were such a time, New York such a place. While no age exists in isolation, there is a backstory to the fifties that makes those years unique in boxing. In that decade in that city, in a venue that has been the spiritual home of the business for more than a century, a coterie of chancers came close to doing the impossible: they nearly killed the fight game.

A lot of people were responsible for what happened in and around Madison Square Garden in those ten years: gangsters, promoters, managers, TV moguls – and some of the fighters.

Jake La Motta, for instance. Jake was the less-than-beautiful bull born on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, a crude, tough kid who raged through his era with manic energy, hounded by the Mob and, very occasionally, his conscience. He was a wife-beater, a rapist and thief, a mugger and liar who went on to become a raconteur skilled in reheating his past. He was then and remains today an extraordinary man, a fighter who struggled to ever say sorry, who expected no apologies in return and, crucially for the making of his legend, clung to the notion that he wouldn’t go down. The words he is famously supposed to have uttered through purpled lips in Chicago on St Valentine’s Day, 1951, while enduring a barely legal beating at the expert hands of Sugar Ray Robinson, were, according to Martin Scorsese’s evocative take on his life, Raging Bull, ‘You never got me down, Ray.’ Those words stand as a boxer’s battlecry of futile pride, even though, as his biographer Dave Anderson revealed years later, Jake never said them.

Nevertheless, Jake La Motta is the nearest thing to an animal boxing has ever seen. Stumpy, strong, bobbing up and down as if moving through the jungle in search of food, Jake stalked his prey, splayed-legged, as his short, hairy arms carved a wide, venomous arc, and with only cursory regard for his own health. It was fighting without artifice. It lacked any self-consciousness and it was driven by a mix of bravery and foolishness. But to disregard the defensive tenets of the sport was to court disaster. No man could go in six times with Sugar Ray Robinson and think he would emerge unscathed. No man except Jake La Motta. But, as he was to learn in five of those encounters, he was as human as the rest of us. He was not a beast, after all. And, of course, La Motta did go down. Not that night, but on others against much lesser fighters. More than once. They all did. One way or another, literally or metaphorically, everybody takes a count.

It is central to boxing’s myth that the fighter is king, that the great ones rule through the power of their fists, the strength of their chins and the fortitude housed in abnormally large hearts. But they are all blood and bone. La Motta was the essence of the powerless fighting man. He was proud but corruptible, not only because he had to bend to the will of the people who controlled his life, but because, as hard as he was, even he had to admit to his physical and spiritual vulnerability in the end. Sugar Ray couldn’t put him down; but boxing did.

La Motta epitomises boxing’s gift for crushing truth to a pulp. Although Jake was a hell of a fighter, one of the best middleweights of all time, he had no problem in sustaining his legend by denying for more than a decade that he had thrown his fight against the mobbed-up Billy Fox at the Garden in 1947. If he had confessed when he was first accused of the fix, he would have been banished and forgotten. His silence earned him his shot at the world title ten fights later, in 1949 against the exquisite Frenchman Marcel Cerdan. It also lent La Motta a twisted immortality. It wasn’t until a Senate hearing in 1960, however, six years after he’d quit boxing, that La Motta came clean. By then, he was on his way to becoming a parody of himself, albeit a famous and rich one, to be remembered eventually as the Raging Bull.

La Motta is a small part of this tale, and his experiences are not unique. But Jake (and his literary collaborators) had a better handle on it than most. As he was once quoted as saying, ‘I also noticed that around the gym all the time there were the Mob guys, for the very simple reason that there’s always betting on fights, and betting means money, and wherever there’s money there’s the Mob. If you paste that inside your hat it will explain a lot of things to you and maybe even save you some trouble.’

He would know.

La Motta’s time and place stretched from pre-war New York and other fight towns on through the fifties, a decade in which the Mafia – historically voracious movers of meat in the fight game – wanted to control him and every other worthwhile pug of the era. They carried out most of their shenanigans in the Garden, a place that housed as much deception as it did heroism. That particular establishment is the most famous of the four to have worn the name on various sites in Manhattan, never more than a cheroot spit from Broadway, since 1879. For seventeen of his 106 fights, it is where La Motta established his reputation, on good nights and nights when he didn’t look as good as he might have done.

Other men, characters who never threw anything more threatening than a glance, were the real rulers of the ring, not the likes of La Motta. Professional boxing would not survive without either the compliant fighter or the scheming moneymen, and this story is full of them: the old Garden promoter Mike Jacobs, Mafia servants Frank Costello, Frankie Carbo and Blinky Palermo, along with their more presentable business associates, Jim Norris and Truman Gibson, plus a large cast of faceless cronies. These were the men who ran boxing for a generation, the black-and-white days either side of the last world war, mainly in the atmospheric old auditorium situated on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets, in the middle of the most exciting city in the world.

And at the black heart of boxing’s empire was Jacobs Beach. It’s gone now but for twenty years it was the only place to be for boxing’s tsars and their camp followers. Geographically, it covered the stretch of pavement on West 49th Street between Broadway and Eighth Avenue, with the Garden and Jack Dempsey’s Restaurant at either end of the block. Around about the middle was 225 West 49th, the ticket office of Mike Jacobs, the one-time scalper after whom it was named. For nearly two decades he decided who did and who didn’t fight in the Garden. From his centre of the boxing universe, journalists, gamblers, managers, underworld goons and hangers-on would walk across the street to the Forrest Hotel – the occasional residence of Damon Runyon, not to mention women of dubious moral distinction and other denizens of the dark – to talk their dirty business. (The owners sued Bob Hope once for joking that the Forrest’s maids changed the rats every day.)

The Forrest – which is now the Time Hotel and a place where out-of-towners some times stay, ignorant of its past, probably – was the place to which most deal-makers had been gravitating since the twenties, guys such as Runyon and his pals, Tex Rickard and Doc Kearns. The charismatic Runyon, who lived for a long time in the hotel’s penthouse, was the catalyst for many great gatherings and stories. He loved all sports, but boxing dominated the hushed conversations of the Forrest. The writer Westbrook Pegler wrote in 1936: ‘There was always some hungry heavyweight sitting in the big fat chair in the corner, squinting down the street at the clock to see if it was time to eat yet. Sometimes it would be an old, gnarly heavyweight with a dried apple ear and a husky voice from getting punched in the neck. Sometimes it would be a young pink one with the dumb, polite expression that young heavyweights have.’

The label Jacobs Beach – no apostrophe mostly, although, like a fight contract, these things are not set in stone – was given life by Runyon, according to the newspaper columnist Jimmy Cannon. But the American author David Margolick, who has written excellently about the period and about boxing, is not sure. ‘More likely,’ he says, ‘the name came from one of two prime sportswriters of the era, Frank Graham of the New York Sun or Sid Mercer of the New York American.’

Whatever its genesis, Jacobs Beach lives on only in grainy, nostalgic images. The cartoonist Ham Fisher, who created the long-loved and improbable boxing ingénu Joe Palooka, would include in his syndicated strips the requisite number of zoot-suited sharpies, chewing on old stogies and shooting the breeze with broken-nosed bums hanging about for a break or a broad. That’s how Runyon would love to have ‘The Beach’ remembered, too.

The Beach lasted from 1935, when Jacobs set up his ticket office, until the imagination let it go, at some point in the mid-fifties, a few years after Uncle Mike had been eased from power at the Garden by illness and the International Boxing Club, which was run by his sometime Mob pals. Nostalgia is fine, but sentiment lingers about as long as cigar smoke in boxing. Today, it is just another bit of grubby Gotham pavement. No plaque. No statue.

In 2005, Margolick took Jacobs’s niece, Roz Rosee, to the area – and she couldn’t be sure where the old rascal’s office had been, even though she had once worked nearby in the Brill Building. In fact, it stood on a site now occupied by a garage on the north side of the block. ‘He was very smart,’ Rosee, then eighty-nine, said of her Uncle Mike, ‘but he was not what you would call a gentleman.’ You would hope not.

The gangsters who mingled on Jacobs Beach did not go unchallenged in their dealings. What happened there and across the wider landscape of the sport in the fifties was described and dissected by two United States Senate inquiries, at the start and finish of the decade. These were instigated by an old-fashioned Democrat lawyer from Chattanooga called Estes Kefauver. When Americans turned on the few TV sets they had in 1950, they saw the upright, earnest senator, a decent man who yearned to be president, trying through the rigour of the law to rid the country of the mysterious men who organised crime, as well as the fight racket. The first of Kefauver’s televised investigations – as gauche as the good senator himself – met with qualified success. In the process, however, he became America’s original and most unlikely reality-TV star. Every night America saw, for the first time, flesh-and-blood images of the bad men Kefauver was trying to put away.

The wise guys who owned boxing also owned the heart and soul and much of the bank account of the heavyweight regarded then as the best there ever was. Joe Louis, the champ everyone loved, was a balding shadow with debts, a failing marriage and a mind in decline by the time he sold the title to the IBC. Kefauver was as knowledgeable a boxing fan as most American males of his time and was saddened by the spectacle of Louis passing on the championship he had once valued so highly. Despite the best efforts of the senator and other do-gooders, though, the Mafia continued to control most of boxing’s significant world titles for several years. And, sad as it is to acknowledge, it was Joe Louis, his faculties already shredded, whose gentle nature and lack of financial alternatives made it possible.

Not every fight in the Garden in that decade was a predetermined result. But regular punters went there whispering. Often they trudged home scowling, stepping over ripped-up betting slips as they made their way towards the subway station on 50th Street, for the old Eighth Avenue Independent or the West Side IRT. Many a journey home from the Garden would be filled with loud discussions about the antecedents and social connections of the judges and referees. And nearly every discussion of a night at the fights was peppered with two words: the Mob.

The better heeled among New York’s fancy stayed on, for champagne, music and whatever version of risqué entertainment they could safely be seen to be patronising. Of the swanky nightclubs favoured by the silk-scarf set who slummed it at the Garden were El Morocco on nearby 54th Street and the more formal Cafe Lounge in the Savoy-Plaza Hotel, at Fifth and 59th. There was the mildly notorious Kit Kat Club, on 55th, ‘Harlem moved downtown’, as guides of the time described it, and ‘popular in the early hours of the morning’. There was the Stork Club on 53rd, expensive, packed with New York’s aristocracy and the perfect place to mull over wages won and lost at the Garden. There was also, of course, the Cotton Club, on Broadway and 48th, longtime haunt of boxing’s inner sanctum; Mob connections with the Cotton stretched back to the twenties, and the neon signs that flashed outside advertising ’50 Tall, Tan, Terrific Gals’ said it all.

And, for the hardcore, there was always Toots Shor’s, the ultimate post-fight den, parked at 51 West 51st Street, a short stroll from the Garden. It was here that many great stories were born (some of them true) and just as many reputations ruined – or enhanced, depending on your view of life. The actor Jackie Gleason, large in every way, threw his weight around here a lot, brawling and boozing until he collapsed on the floor. On more than one occasion the proprietor stepped over him with practised nonchalance. That was Bernard ‘Toots’ Shor, a rabble-rousing adventurer from Philadelphia, who was big and ugly enough to earn a living as a speakeasy bouncer in the fading years of Prohibition. He met and liked Damon Runyon, whose clout gained Toots entry to New York’s demi-monde. Toots had found his natural home and, in 1940, opened his eponymous establishment. Like Jacobs Beach, it would live on past a point of dignified closure, a tatty relic in the end.

In the age before rock and roll, before TV took a grip, before the Pill, as the horns swung from big band to boogie to blues, New Yorkers loved a simpler version of the boxing universe: they loved Toots, the Garden, great fights, as well as the smell and thrill of Manhattan’s throbbing ribbons of light. For a while, there was no place else to be for those in search of sanitised depravity.

It was in these clubs and bars and coffee shops that men in their thin-brimmed pork-pie Adams fedoras, tugging on their Romeo Y Julietas, stinking of Pino Silvestre cologne, talked quietly with men whose flat noses betrayed their calling. These were not innocent men. They were players. They made boxing what it is, for better or worse.

The Mob had been deep in the heart of boxing since the early days of Prohibition. The handing on of power from one set of thugs to the next had not been seamless, but it had been unstoppable. By the late forties, the International Boxing Club, run at one remove by Carbo, had slipped without ceremony on to the throne. Usually one step ahead of the law, they controlled boxing late into the fifties, by which time complacency would weaken their grip on the business and on reality. When Kefauver went after the Mob one last time in 1960, he came closer to delivering a knockout blow than he and other agencies had in previous efforts. This was partly through the belated confession of La Motta, but mainly was down to the staggering hubris of the bloated and arrogant warlords who reckoned they could continue to rule the lives of thousands of people in the fight game for as long as they chose to, Even as they sneered at Kefauver’s righteousness, the wise guys were compelled to acknowledge Joe Louis’s own ring maxim: you can run, but you can’t hide.

Those characters and those joints are memories now. But La Motta lives on (at the time of writing), still telling his stories. His contemporaries have nearly all gone down for the count, replaced by facsimiles. Don King, who started his boxing journey in the fifties, carries on the fine tradition of hucksterism that began with P.T. Barnum in the first Garden and was refined by the likes of Rickard, Kearns and Jacobs in the others.

What the Mob did between 1950 and 1960 at the Garden provides a snapshot of a sport and business many people said, even then, was out on its feet. They’ve been saying that since the days of Jack Broughton, Jem Mace, John L. Sullivan, Primo Carnera … They’re saying it now. Somehow, against the odds, boxing keeps getting off the floor.
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THE RING IS DEAD
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There was a party in the Garden in September of 2007, but, for once, Muhammad Ali couldn’t make it. He was a palsied shadow of himself, sitting quietly at home in Louisville, sixty-five years old, tended by his wife and nurse, Lonnie, and informed of the story second-hand by the friends who invariably descended upon him whenever boxing hit the news. How he would have loved to make the trip to New York. It was there, thirty-six years earlier, that he and Joe Frazier had given the Garden and the world one of their sport’s most enthralling contests, the Fight of the Century. But that was just an entry in his scrapbook now for the man who saved boxing, as the news filtered through about the end of an era.

What appeared in Ali’s newspaper in Kentucky that morning was a bulletin from the Associated Press, issued at 4.35 p.m. (Eastern time) the previous day, the 18th. Datelined Canastota, New York, it read: ‘After 82 years, Madison Square Garden will retire its storied boxing ring and donate it to the International Boxing Hall of Fame, where it will go on display this fall.’

This was the ring in which La Motta first fought, and lost to, Sugar Ray Robinson, in 1942.

This was the ring in which Rocky Marciano knocked out Joe Louis in the Brown Bomber’s last fight, in 1951.

This was the ring where Willie Pep and Sandy Saddler threw the rule book away and brawled in 1951.

This was the ring where Randolph Turpin brought the crowd to their feet in losing heroically to Carl Bobo Olsen in 1953.

This was the ring where Joe Louis was lucky to get the decision against Jersey Joe Walcott in 1947, and where Billy Graham was robbed against Kid Gavilan in 1951 – as was Lennox Lewis against Evander Holyfield in 1999.

This was the ring where Lou Ambers, Tony Canzoneri, Beau Jack, Dick Tiger, Ken Buchanan, Roberto Duran, Fritzie Zivic, Ike Williams, Joe Frazier and Muhammad Ali thrilled, shocked and amazed us.

This was some ring.

Now, in one short sentence devoid of sentiment – as is the detached way of wire services – a collection of nuts and bolts was to be buried, not without ceremony but with little regret outside the fight community.

The following morning in New York, a big man, wearing a smile permanently wreathed in sardonic double meaning, stood in the middle of the pensioned-off ring and boomed: ‘The ring is dead! Long live the ring! Heh! Heh!’ The pre-eminent salesman of his or anyone else’s time, Don King, as ever, had found quotable pith with which to put his stamp on an upcoming promotion in the Garden. There would be one last fight in the old ring, he said, and then we could start spilling blood in a brand-new one!

As it happens, there would not be another fight in the old ring. One of the proposed antagonists, Oleg Maskaev, was injured and the fight was called off. Another boxing mirage.

King loved the Garden, not wholly out of sentiment. He was a student of history, and used it constantly to lend his promotions glamour and legitimacy, capitalising on the allure of boxing’s past. Certainly, King might be sad to see the old ring go. But he was still standing. At the time of writing, the King is not dead. And we would not wish it so, even if there is a fat parish of enemies out there who disagree with that take on the subject. What a life he’s led. What lives he’s marred and, to be fair, enhanced. In the late forties, while La Motta and the Mob were getting acquainted in New York, King threw a few punches as a skinny teenage flyweight back in Cleveland. He won a couple then quit the sport after being knocked out in his fourth bout. Like the guy who stole Cassius Clay’s bicycle in Louisville and led him to take up boxing as a bullied adolescent, the long-forgotten schoolboy boxer who put Don King’s lights out lives anonymously forever in boxing’s hall of myths.

When King gave breathless birth to his valedictory over the sacred ring in Madison Square Garden – one of hundreds for which he will be remembered when he is eventually laid to rest by gout or universal Schadenfreude – the roped square was on its way to the International Boxing Hall of Fame in quiet Canastota. Rebuilt and revered, it resides as a reminder of the skulduggery and high times that took place in what for most of the twentieth century was the most revered arena in sport.

Nobody can be sure how many fighters stepped through the ropes of the most famous Garden ring over the course of eighty-two years. We can be certain, though, that the last title fight there was on Saturday 9 June 2007, when Miguel Cotto of Puerto Rico stopped Zab Judah of Brooklyn in the eleventh of twelve scheduled rounds to retain his World Boxing Association welterweight belt in front of 20,658 fans, most of them New York Puerto Rican supporters of the champion. It was the biggest crowd the venue had seen for a championship bout outside the heavyweight division.

The fight was worthy of the surroundings. The ghosts of the Garden would not be disappointed, by either the class of the winner or the bloody-minded courage of the loser. This dirty, glorious space had always celebrated heroics and, when required, drowned perceived tankers and bums in a hail of derision. Now, as worn out and used and useless as a washed-up fighter, the ring was being laid to rest for good.

To fighters, the ring was a place of work; to admirers of architecture and engineering, it was a work of art. It was a minor marvel from a time when detail and artisanship mattered. The brass was polished so assiduously, it is claimed, that, when TV cameras fell on it in the fifties, executives complained there was too much glare for the cameras – much as they had pointed out to the advisers of Dwight D. Eisenhower that his shiny dome was a distraction to both the cameraman and the electorate when he ran for the presidency in 1952.

The ring wasn’t always on TV, though, and it wasn’t always fixed in place in the Garden. It was moved about like a shrine, from the Garden to Yankee Stadium, the Polo Grounds, even a gym in Little Italy. But its home was on Broadway.

It measured 342 square feet, 18ft 6in on each side inside the ropes – smaller than today’s 20ft by 20ft rings – weighed more than a ton and was held together through a complex set of 132 interlocking joints. A lot of heads hit the canvas (some more willingly than others), which was replaced periodically, as were the padding and the ropes, up against which wily veterans would scrape the backs of bright-eyed novices.

It was the fighters’ stage, where no man could lie to himself for very long (unless paid to do so). The canvas, ropes and posts are as blessed in boxing as the altar is in religion – a place of worship, and, more often than some people would like to admit, a place of sacrifice.

Why a ring, why square not circular? The ring is the accidental invention of the Georgian bare-knucklers who stepped on to whatever patch of grass was available and far enough from the unwelcome attentions of the law to accommodate the bloodlust of the Fancy. There they’d face off, in deepest Surrey or Hampshire, maybe Kent or Bristol or Yorkshire, surrounded by four wooden posts and some rope, erected not for any legislated purpose of keeping order between the pugilists, but to hold at bay the intoxicated mob. It was square only because the prizefighters’ seconds stood opposite each other and those entrusted with policing the occasion would put a stake beside them, upon which they’d place their coats and hats; to run the rope around the fighters, it made sense to have two more supporting stakes, on the other diagonal, and on these were placed the bets, or stakes, in the care of some hopefully reputable third party. Thus the square ring simultaneously became geometrically incongruous and indestructible in the imagination.

And so they gathered in the Garden one last time to pay homage to an inanimate object, with the very animated Don at the centre, the fighters, as ever, all around the man who sometimes made them rich and celebrated, sometimes poor and discarded.

Something more subtle than a King monologue was at work that autumn of 2007. There was a case for tearing down the old ring, certainly; it was starting to creak dangerously. But so was boxing. This was more than the transfer of some metal, wood and canvas from New York to a museum in a small upstate town. The reality was that the sport was in trouble – and now another piece of the fragile edifice holding it together had been stripped and consigned to a museum. Represented as regeneration by interested parties, taking down the ring also symbolised the dismantling of the fight game. It would not end there. Even as the carpenters were packing the ring into crates, architects, engineers and lawyers at nearby City Hall were talking seriously about the demise of an even more obvious boxing institution: Madison Square Garden itself.

The one still standing, the one from which the ring had been plucked, is the fourth Garden. It had been built over Pennsylvania Station, on Eighth Avenue between 32nd and 33rd Street, forty years before and had operated since 1968. Now, it seemed, as part of the endless odyssey, there might be a fifth Garden. On Tuesday 23 October 2007 – five weeks after the ring had been dismantled – the Empire State Development Corporation unveiled a $14 billion plan to level the old building and put up a new one nearby on Ninth Avenue. Will it happen? Nobody knows. As ever in boxing, we will have to wait until fight night.

The ring is dead. Long live the ring.
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NEVER FAR FROM BROADWAY
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There never was a fight promoter more suited to his trade than Mike Jacobs. He started life in gaslit New York City in 1880, one of eleven kids in a family of Jewish immigrants from Dublin, and never took a backward step as long as he lived. Jacobs was born to hustle. His mother and father had stopped off in Ireland when fleeing religious persecution in Eastern Europe, and, after they had joined the Irish rush to the New World, Mike grew up as a cultural oddity in the Hibernian ghettos of the Lower West Side. He was resourceful, unsentimental and hungry. He sold candy on the boats that went to Coney Island and, from the age of twelve, he scalped tickets outside the second Madison Square Garden. Fans looking for admission to a fight at the last minute any time in the 1890s would find the skinny kid with the loud mouth striking the hardest bargain. He was ruthless in his negotiations. Young Mike could turn a $2 ticket into a $10 profit in the twinkling of his Irish-Jewish eye. There wasn’t a better Fagin on the streets of the city. ‘After sixteen, I was never broke again,’ he said once.

Jacobs was so good a salesman that, in a lifetime of aggravation and conflict, he was always confident of a result. Win or lose, his demeanour did not change much. He rose to the top of boxing’s dungheap as if by divine edict, and those who looked to outsmart him could not penetrate an exterior born of adversity and forged in greed. Jacobs died a rich if unsmiling man. While it was a love of money rather than the sport that drove him, nobody questioned his right to be there. He was one of the army of foot soldiers who made boxing tick, if not always after the fashion of a tea party.

In an evocative piece written in 1950, Budd Schulberg described him as the ‘Machiavelli on Eighth Avenue’. Other sports writers called him ‘Monopoly Mike’. Dan Parker, the most perceptive and hard-hitting of fifties fight writers, named him ‘Uncle Wolf’. Jimmy Cannon said Jacobs was ‘the stingiest man in the world’. Real enemies, of which there were a few, called him far worse than any of this. He didn’t give a damn.

Schulberg saw some good in him. ‘He staged 61 championship bouts, promoted 3,000 boxing shows, signed 5,000 boxers, grossed over $10 million with Joe Louis alone, staged approximately 70 per cent of all the bouts below the heavyweight division that grossed over $100,000 (totalling $3 million, with a mass attendance of half a million), attracted in a single year, to 34 Garden shows, nearly half a million people, grossed in that same year $5.5 million, and sold tickets over a 15-year period to more than five million people who pushed at least $20 million through Mike’s ticket windows.’

In boxing, it’s all about the numbers. Mike Jacobs, who had the heart of an accountant, was the number-one Numbers Man, and the Garden was his bank.

The New York that fashioned Jacobs was some way different from the skyscraper island of glamour we know today. The stench of poverty and sickness haunted Manhattan’s poorest, as it had done since the birth of the colony. But every New Yorker, rich and poor, was mesmerised by the bright lights of Broadway.

The thread that links all life in Manhattan was known in the early days of Dutch settlement as Heere Straat, or High Street. Before that it was an established Indian trail called Wickquasgeck Road, running along a prominent ridge of the hilly island. The name Broadway, according to most educated guesses, comes from Broad Wagon Way, and that sounds right.

Boxing and Broadway started their love affair at its lower reaches.

Phineas T. Barnum, a man who advertised his wares with all the subtlety and charm of a hooker, knew how to ‘get them in’. He was the original American con man of sport, and he set the tone for the chaos that followed him. From the moment P.T. opened the doors to ‘Barnum’s Monster Classical and Geological Hippodrome’ on the site of an abandoned passenger depot of the New York and Harlem Railroad, at 26th and Madison on 27 April 1874, he embraced the philosophy that became not only his mantra but the guiding principle of the fight game: ‘There’s a sucker born every minute.’

At the roofless Hippodrome – which Harper’s Weekly described at the time as ‘grimy, drafty, combustible’ – the sky was the limit as far as harmless nonsense went. There were waltzing elephants, fire-eaters, the usual sideshow freaks and all manner of proto-Roman excesses, such as chariot races. And fights, many of which were on the level. Looking over proceedings was an eighteen-foot gilded copper statue of Diana, the goddess of love, who, despite her bulk, swivelled in a light breeze, almost tempting God to knock her down in retribution for the sins committed beneath her ample charms. New Yorkers loved the gaudy excess of P.T.’s Hippodrome, but, even then, the foundations and external trappings were shifting.

Before it became properly notorious, the old place had a couple of different names on its way to becoming known generally as Madison Square Garden, in 1879, just a year before Mike Jacobs was born. And here it was that John L. Sullivan created part of his legend. On 17 July 1882, he took on the British fighter Joe Collins, who was known in some quarters as Joe ‘Tug’ Wilson. Collins/Wilson took up Sullivan’s challenge to remain standing for four rounds to collect $1,000. Collins, whose ring history was sketchy and who went down twenty-four times in his efforts to avoid a clean knockout, collected on the dare – but Sullivan’s aura was not diminished, at least not among the gullible. They couldn’t get enough of this illegal pugilism and the blarney Sullivan brought with it.

The great man’s second exhibition, a year later, didn’t go so well. Police captain Alexander Williams told reporters he was bringing the entertainment to a halt ‘just short of murder’. The following year, Sullivan was arrested at the Garden during his bout with Al Greenfield and charged with behaving ‘in a cruel and inhuman manner and corrupting public morals’. As with P. T. Barnum’s credo, this was a statement begging to be added to boxing’s unwritten constitution.

John L. was king. And, for much of the time, he was on the run from the authorities, like many of his fans. When prizefights couldn’t be snuck into the Garden under the banner of education, they were held in fields and on barges. Sullivan was acknowledged as the world’s bare-knuckle champion by beating a part-time punch-thrower from County Tipperary, Paddy Ryan, in front of an audience that included the James boys, Frank and Jesse, in Gulfport, Mississippi, in February 1882. Back in New York, the Garden’s interest in boxing spluttered along intermittently … for a while.

That first Garden was knocked down, rebuilt and repackaged, opening on the same site in 1890. And the new darling of the fight fraternity was an Irish Californian, James J. Corbett, whose nom de guerre, ‘Gentleman Jim’, owed more to alliteration and the vivid imagination of his publicists than any pedigree polished while mixing in high society. When 10,000 sadists flocked through the doors of Garden II on 16 February 1892, Corbett obliged them by beating three men in a row, knocking two of them out cold. Eight months later, Jim was champ and John L. was chump, washed up and in the grip of the bottle. Corbett ‘near murdered’ the old man and was the new heavyweight king. Gentleman Jim – in the spirit of brotherly love unique to fighters – staged an exhibition in the Garden for the retirement pot of his vanquished foe.

By the time the teenage Jacobs was making a name for himself as a resourceful ticket mover, the intersection of Broadway and Seventh Avenue, at Times Square, laid claim to being the centre of the universe. It was gloriously lit, flashing its temptations twenty-four hours a day. And not many, rich or poor, resisted the temptation to make Broadway and the Garden their preferred place of pleasure.

Opening night at Garden II was special. The vice president of the United States, Levi P. Morton, was among the 12,000 guests who gaped at the temple of vulgarity the eminent architect Stanford White had designed for J. P. Morgan, one of the richest men in America.

‘From the principal entrance on Madison Avenue,’ writes White’s biographer Paul R. Baker, ‘the first-nighters moved through a long entrance lobby lined with polished yellow Siena marble, merging into the huge and colorful amphitheater. Gold and white terracotta tiles decorated most interior walls. Two tiers of seats rose along the sides, and three tiers of boxes, trimmed in plush maroon, filled the ends of the vast space. Some 10,000 spectators could be seated comfortably in the amphitheater, and there was standing room or, for some events, floor seating for up to 4,000 more. The high roof was spectacularly supported by 28 large columns. At the center of the roof, an enormous skylight could, as if by magic, be rolled aside by machinery. This was done during the opening performance but it occurred so quietly that most spectators were not even aware of the change until they noticed the cool night air. As in ancient arenas, provision was made for flooding the floor for water spectacles. As at the Roman Colosseum, animal stables to be used for the horse shows and circus performances were placed in the basement below. Here was a bit of ancient Rome, transformed, modernized, and brought to the Gilded Age of New York!’

It was no tent.

By the turn of the century, Jacobs’s career had gone from street mischief to seriously influential. Although barely out of his teens, he knew most of boxing’s big guys, including Tex Rickard, the Texan who’d spent years making and losing fortunes in his gaming houses in the Klondike. They met in Nevada in 1904, where Rickard promoted his first fight, a world title contest between Joe Gans and Battling Nelson.

When Jacobs got home, he met Bat Masterson, who’d left the Wild West behind him and was going to be a bona fide New York character, like his new friend Damon Runyon. This was an historic coming together of larger-than-life boxing folk.

Garden II, meanwhile, was to entertain them all with the most delicious scandal, one that would set the tone of activities there for a century to come.

Stanford White had a house in fashionable Gramercy Park, a wife, family and a reputation kept clean by an obsequious media. In reality, as Runyon and his pals knew, White was also a New York dandy of substance, with an insatiable libido. While Garden II was his baby, the creation he coveted most was one Florence Evelyn Nesbit, known to all as Evelyn. As befits the story that ensued with the predictability of a naughty nineties melodrama, Evelyn arrived in New York at fifteen, penniless and with a body and face that would buy her all the trouble she and her suitors could handle. She ‘modelled’ – and won the heart of every man in the city, most notably White and a rival, the cruel and unstable businessman Harry Kendall Thaw.

Against the odds, Thaw won. He married Evelyn and spent his waking hours in a jealous fit. With good reason, it turned out. Thaw put money into a cheap musical at the Garden called Mamzelle Champagne, which opened on a hot June Monday night in 1906. Five rows from the front sat White and Evelyn, not too cleverly clandestine. Thaw arrived late for the show, drunk, a pistol hanging menacingly from his limp fingers. Without ceremony, he went up to White and shot him dead, through the left eye.

Thaw was sent down and went mad. In so many respects, the murder of Stanford White echoed with metaphors for the fight game. Professional boxing could not exist in a moral vacuum and, time and again, the air hovering over it in Madison Square Garden would be filled with the smell of foul play.

The Great War came and went, devastating a generation. Doughboys came home looking for thrills, of which there was no shortage in New York. And there were plenty of fine writers on hand to chronicle the action. The New York boxing scene has always been sustained – some would say invented – by a rich cast list of literary scallywags.

Jacobs, while never one for books, made sure to stay in with the fight writers, especially Runyon, whom he liked for reasons that had little to do with the music of his words. Runyon, as Jacobs was well aware, was every bit as sharp as he was, tutored in the ways of the world by his father and always on the lookout for a good business opportunity. Jacobs and Runyon would become the firmest of friends.

There is a story, relayed by the fine old New Yorker Jimmy Breslin, which explains how Runyon forged his world view. Breslin (well into his nineties now and still kicking) has it on authority, via Masterson, that Alfred Lee Runyan (the family name’s correct spelling) once told his son Damon: ‘Son, there will come a time when you are out in this world and you will meet a man who says that he can make a jack of hearts spit cider into your ear. Son, even if this man has a brand-new deck of cards wrapped in cellophane, do not bet that man because, if you do, you will have a mighty wet ear.’

This was Runyon’s pedigree. All his life, he moved among men, and occasionally women, of a gambling instinct. He was particularly close to Masterson. Bat – or Bartholomew, as his mother would have preferred he be called – was a card sharp, gunman of the mythic West, a referee of dubious prizefights and, when he ran out of all those high-class options, a journalist. As for Alfred Runyan, he was a whiskey-wet hack and born liar, an adventurer of the first order who loved the sound of his tales as much as the substance. His famous son, Damon, worked words for a living to rather more lucrative effect. He was a storyteller who bothered not a lot with such fiddling details as the spelling of his surname (he stuck with Runyon after a newspaper got it wrong in his early days) and would go on to bestow on his part of the twentieth century a narrative of consistent unreliability. In young Runyon’s genes were the seeds of romance and fantasy. And among the many myths he left us was one for which we should all be grateful: Manhattan.

All in all, you’d prefer to believe Runyon’s stories than not. Masterson – for whom the cards fell kindly through the dexterity of his mind and fingers – knew both father and son and liked both, but he was in awe of Runyon the younger, who aspired to be remembered as America’s twentieth-century reincarnation of Mark Twain. Masterson believed what Runyon said: that life was mainly 6–5 against, that the little guy always had it tough.

They were all addicted to aphorisms.

‘There are those who argue that everything breaks even in this old dump of a world of ours. I suppose these ginks who argue that way hold that because the rich man gets ice in the summer and the poor man gets it in the winter things are breaking even for both. Maybe so, but I’ll swear I can’t see it that way.’

Those were the words stuck on a slip of copy paper in Masterson’s typewriter when they found him dead at his desk on the evening of Tuesday 25 October 1921, in the offices of the New York Morning Telegraph.

In all likelihood, Masterson was down at the Pioneer Sporting Club earlier that evening to watch Gene Tunney stop Wolf Larsen in seven. If he were not, Runyon would have had him ringside in any account he wrote. Runyon loved Bat Masterson and everything anarchic and wild he stood for. Years afterwards, he would resurrect his friend as Sky Masterson in Guys and Dolls.

Runyon and Masterson are from long ago but, without them, and scores of like-minded characters, the landscape inhabited by those who followed them would have been a rather dull place.

In the fight game, the game of six degrees of separation is a fruitful exercise. Sometimes you don’t get to six. It goes like this: Masterson was on hand at several of the major fights of his time, having an intimate association with fighters, managers and promoters whose legacy ran through the business for much of the twentieth century. The man who’d stood side by side with Wyatt Earp in Dodge City and Tombstone (although he missed the infamous Gunfight at the OK Corral) went on to cement a reputation as one of the Wild West’s legendary enforcers.

Runyon, besides sitting at the shoulder of boxing’s premier entrepreneurs, such as Rickard and Kearns, not to mention all the great and mediocre fighters of his day, helped create the cartel at Madison Square Garden (with the help of his stinkingly rich publishing boss William Randolph Hearst) that would make the Mob’s grip on boxing health-threateningly strong. And Jacobs, the urchin from the West Side, was right in the thick of it with all of them.

Into this rich mix came men of suitably dubious character. You can imagine they were not turned away. This was a milieu that relied on a certain degree of laxity in morals. And then, the party-crashers got a helpful little nudge they could hardly believe.

How the Mob got into an unchallengeable position of power in boxing from the twenties until at least 1960 can be laid at the door of two well-meaning fools from America’s Midwest. Andrew John Volstead was a Republican lawyer from the hamlet of Granite Falls, Minnesota, and Wayne Wheeler, of little Brookfield, Ohio, was a stiff-necked, teetotal hick who also went into law and was behind the hugely influential Anti-Saloon League.

In 1920, Volstead, advised by Wheeler, had voted in the 18th Amendment to the Constitution, banning the manufacture and consumption of any drink containing more than 0.5 per cent alcohol. In New York, authorities closed down 15,000 licensed premises. Before they had poured the booze in the Hudson, 30,000 speakeasies had opened their hidden doors. Within five years, that number had grown to at least 100,000.

And still fans thronged to the Garden, juiced up illegally and not giving a damn.

Crime, meanwhile, outpaced the zeal of the crime-busters chasing down illegal booze. And there to cash in were gangsters who now had a sympathetic constituency of millions – ordinary, thirsty citizens who came to view the police with growing irreverence.

‘The national prohibition of alcohol – the “noble experiment” – was undertaken to reduce crime and corruption, solve social problems, reduce the tax burden created by prisons and poorhouses, and improve health and hygiene in America,’ wrote the American economist Mark Thornton.

Instead, it spawned the most complete expansion of organised gangsterism the world has ever seen. Prohibition gave birth to the Mob as we know it. It changed the moral landscape forever. Legal jobs disappeared. Decent people were driven to crime. What was considered wrong once became the norm. Stealing, casual violence and deceit spread. And, most tellingly, so lucrative was bootlegging, the preserve of the established mobsters, that they turned themselves into businesses. This was the genesis of organised crime in America. The phenomenon grew with names attached: the Syndicate, the Outfit and, chillingly, their dedicated killing unit, Murder Inc.

Variously, the virus-strength spread of brilliantly marshalled illegality has been seen as the work of the Mafia, as well as the myriad ethnic gangs in ghettos all over the country. Really, they should share the credit with Volstead, Wheeler and the bone-headed politicians who voted for Prohibition. But for their puritanical idiocy, we might never have heard of such successful criminals as Al Capone, Bugs Moran, the O’Bannions, all stars of the St Valentine’s Day Massacre in 1929.

It’s hard to comprehend the impact of this legislation from a distance – except by the startling statistics: murders and serious assault went up by 13 per cent; lesser crimes increased by 9 per cent; prisons bulged by an extraordinary 561 per cent increase in customers.

So, sloshed and wild, New York, indeed all of America, danced the Charleston. They hung from the wings of biplanes that flew over Manhattan. They believed for a while in their own immortality. It was a decade made for Gatsby and excess, all the time pregnant with the certainty of retribution and collapse.

The working classes made heroes of the bootleggers. The Mob seized their opportunity and established such underground hegemony they were virtually untouchable. Americans did not believe, for a variety of reasons (fear, complacency, convenience), that there was anything in it for them to snitch on the criminals who sold them their rum and beer.

A far greater ill visited upon society than sly grogging was the spread of the protection rackets, which instilled fear, even in men of physical courage. Some of those boxed for a living, but their fists were useless against the hoodlums who raked the streets of New York and other cities with sub-machine guns from the safety of their passing Model T Fords.

The lotus-eaters were being driven underground, into the speakeasies, dealing in the dark. Then, at the very time the reactionaries were winning socially, boxing, of all sports, decided to reach for respectability.

Fist fighting in all its forms had, since Georgian days, struggled to stay a step ahead of the law. The National Sporting Club, formed in 1881, regarded itself as boxing’s gatekeeper, regulating titles and weights. But boxing grew with such speed after World War I that no private members’ club in London was going to contain the ambitions of the trade’s rising entrepreneurs in New York.

On the face of it, the urge to cleanse seemed to be spreading from the bars to the ring. The New York State Athletic Commission was formed in 1920 to oversee the Walker Law, a piece of legislation that entertained professional fighting as long as it subscribed to the law’s jurisdiction of the commission. In time, the NYSAC established influence over similar organisations in other states – and the world.

Inevitably, however, there were splits from the very start. In 1921, the rest of fighting America set up the National Boxing Association. Anarchy was up and running.

This served only to encourage the mobsters to move in on boxing with saliva dripping through their grins. They did not like regulation, but they did not mind the appearance of regulation – nor its confusing and chaotic replication. This was turf they could exploit and the vultures were quick to land. Arnold Rothstein, the man rumoured to have fixed the 1919 World Series with the help of the former world featherweight champion Abe Attell, would go to the fights then hold court at Lindy’s, at Seventh Avenue at 53rd Street, a place where you could get bagels, booze and the skinny on the next big fight. He would sit ringside at the Garden, handing out threats and favours to whoever he chose. In Chicago, Al Capone, a fight fan but bigger enthusiast of making money, bullied his way into the affections of promoters and managers.

Whatever arms were twisted for whatever result, there were still great fights at the Garden – such as the contest in 1922 between Harry Greb, who trained on sex and illegal liquor, and the upright Catholic intellectual Gene Tunney. Gene, who liked to think of himself as a man of letters and who numbered George Bernard Shaw among his friends, was handed his only defeat by Harry Greb, a man for whom reading and writing were not so much chores as irrelevant, except when filling out betting slips. It was a victory for the bad guys. There would be many more.

Young hoods rubbed shoulders with Babe Ruth, who’d moved to New York from Boston in 1923, just in time to hit a home run at the opening of Yankee Stadium (within ten days of the opening of Wembley Stadium and the White Horse FA Cup Final). These were thrilling, dangerous days, full of adventure for anyone game enough to try his luck with the city’s lowlife.

As Yankee Stadium was going up, Madison Square Garden II, White’s gauche monument to a bygone age, was about to be reduced to rubble. America was moving on at a furious lick. Nothing was expected to last, except the myths. America lived for today, furiously. The New York sage Westbrook Pegler called it ‘the era of wonderful nonsense’, and much of it would be played out on the canvas stretched across the ring of all the Gardens.

The cream of New York’s crime scene attended the last fight night at Garden II on 25th Street. It was 5 May 1925, an evening that dripped in schmaltz. Tiny Joe Humphries, the Michael Buffer of his day, wiped the traces of tears from his eyes, dragged down the overhead microphone and intoned with all the solemnity he could muster (which was considerable): ‘Before presenting the stellar attraction in this, the final contest in our beloved home, I wish to say this marks the “crossing of the bar” for this venerable old arena that has stood the acid test these memorable years. And let us pay tribute to Tex Rickard and the other great gentlemen and sportsmen who have assembled within these hallowed portals.’

Characterising Rickard as ‘a great gentleman’ stretched the sinews of old Joe’s irony cells. Only three years earlier Tex had to draw on every smart friend he had, from politicians to lawyers, to extract himself from messy allegations that he’d pestered young girls. Old Joe soldiered on nevertheless. You could almost hear the violins from some celestial eyrie as he wound up: ‘Goodbye then, old temple, farewell to thee, oh Goddess Diana standing on your tower. Goodnight all … until we meet again!’

Cue thunderous reception – and on with the motley.

The closer that summer’s night of ’25 brought together Johnny ‘The Scotch Wop’ Dundee (he was born in Sciacca, Sicily, and grew up in New York as Giuseppe Carrorais until his pro career started and he made an apparent nod towards a Caledonian constituency) and Sid Terris over twelve rounds at featherweight. Sid won on points.

When the tumult subsided, and the boxers gathered together their kitbags to leave that Garden for the last time, one John F. Mullins strode into the ring in the distinctive colours of the Fighting 69th, bedecked with his war medals, and played taps. Hallelujah!

This was the height of the roaring twenties, and Rickard’s reign at Garden III, although it would be brief, was about to begin. The bootleggers, criminals and various investors could hardly wait. Rickard, who’d promoted Jack Dempsey, co-opted the future New York State governor W. Averill Harrirnan to join his consortium of investors at the new establishment. In the hectic tempo of the decade, it took a mere 249 days to build the place on Eighth Avenue and 49th Street.
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