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Preface



The "fight of the century" put Reno on the map, not only in
1910, but much later for me. As a young man, the first time I
learned anything about Reno was when I learned that it was the
place where Jack Johnson won the heavyweight title. I had no idea
whom Jim Jeffries was, nor that Johnson was already the champ by
any reasonable standard. Nor did I have any idea that I would
subsequently move to Reno in 1991. Despite typical first reactions,
this is not a book about Jack Johnson; there are 3 primary
characters: Jack Johnson, Jim Jeffries, and Tex Rickard. Further,
when discussing the historical importance of this fight, it is
usually from the perspective of race. While the racial implications
were enormous, there is more to the story.


For years I thought that writing a book about the "fight of the
century" was a good idea. I had no self-imposed deadline other than
the notion that 2010, the 100th anniversary, would be a good year
for publication. When I finished the first draft in 2004, that
seemed like a long way away. The story of the fight had not been
covered except as part of a larger biography of Jack Johnson or a
history of boxing. And nothing had been written about Jack Johnson
since Randy Roberts' Papa Jack in 1983.
Then, interest in Jack Johnson re-emerged with the release of
Unforgivable Blackness, the book by
Geoffrey Ward and the documentary film by Ken Burns. What a strange
coincidence that a new Johnson biography would be released at the
same time that I was working on this book. But since this book is
not specifically about Jack Johnson, but rather one of his fights,
the upsurge in interest could only be good.

Should I mention that I am not a professional historian? If I
were, this project may have been easier or at least more organized.
Alas, I have had many careers, none of which was historian. Yet the
career that influenced my writing and which gives this book a
unique perspective is that of bookmaker. For 13 years I was a
licensed Nevada bookmaker and this profession has substantially and
permanently altered my view of sports. To the bookmaker, sports are
more a matter of odds, lines and percentages, of making money
rather than being entertained. We root for our wager; the team, or
fighter, or horse we like is the one on which we bet. The term
"fan" does not apply since it connotes devotion that does not exist
and a bias that hinders objectivity. This is also true for serious
gamblers and so called "wise guys" and certainly this was equally
true for gamblers in 1910. The difference is that in 1910, gambling
and sports were more closely connected. Sports were not the
endless, unavoidable, stream of bourgeois entertainment that they
are today; sports belonged predominantly to the gambling
underclass. Furthermore, press coverage of sporting events was not
ubiquitous; the concept of newspapers having a separate sports
section was a new one. Journalist Stanley Frank wrote in 1944 that
"Until the 1920's, the general public regarded professional
athletes as crude, muscular muggs engaged in activities hardly
worthy of attention from gentlemen… ." The pendulum has swung far
since then.

Sports and gambling used to be nearly synonyms. From an early
20th century edition of Webster's dictionary I offer the following
two excerpts from the definition of "sport." 1.One interested in sports; now one interested in sports
solely or chiefly for their gambling aspects; hence, a gambler. 2.
Any game or contest, esp. one involving individual skill and
physical prowess on which money is staked.

Thus, one cannot write about early 20th century boxing without
taking into consideration the impact of gambling. The roots of
prizefighting are in gambling, not in spectacle. Fights did not
take place to sell tickets or pay-per-view television. In 1888 John
L. Sullivan fought Charlie Mitchell in Chantilly, France for the
heavyweight championship of the world. There were no tickets, no
grandstands, no purse, few spectators, only a patch of grass, side
bets, and pride to motivate the combatants. Afterward, both
principals went to jail.

Professional fighting has changed a lot since then. The era that
is covered in this book is a time of transition, from the small
secretive battles of the bare-knuckle era to mass-appeal, sports
spectacles. In that respect, Johnson - Jeffries was the first super
fight and it set the stage for even bigger fights when Jack Dempsey
became champion 9 years later. These were the early years of the
gloved era, but the culture of the old bare-knuckle days remained.
The game was dirty, populated by unsavory characters, eschewed by
decent people, with high-stakes gambling still at its heart.

Why write an entire book about one fight? Because it was truly
astonishing. When it came to this fight, America was simultaneously
manic and indignant. Prizefighting was unseemly yet compelling. In
a schizophrenic country, the godly part did its best to stop the
fight. It nearly succeeded; it is remarkable that this match ever
took place. It is also amazing that Tex Rickard became the
promoter. And, ironically, if it had not been for Tex Rickard, the
fight may have been canceled as no other promoter may have been
able to overcome the obstacles put in place to prevent it.

Secondly, the details reveal much about the history of boxing.
That is, the history of this fight cannot be told adequately
without understanding how boxing arrived at this point. And the
present state of boxing cannot be understood without knowing how it
used to be. In other words, the context of the fight is as
important and as interesting as the fight itself.

Why do I title the book "The Last Great Prizefight?" It could
have have called it the first great prizefight based on its mass
appeal. The word "prizefight" is key. Dictionaries define a
prizefight, quite obviously, as fight for money, a definition vague
enough to fit any professional, martial match. One rarely hears the
term "prizefight" today. The word has become somewhat antiquated
but not merely because it has drifted away from common usage.
During the time of "the fight of the century," as this fight was
called, the meaning of prizefight was a matter for serious
political discussion. Civic authorities were keen to determine what
exactly constituted a prizefight, usually illegal, and what was a
boxing match, and therefore legal. The distinction was sometimes
difficult, but the one characteristic which clearly distinguished a
prizefight from a boxing match, was duration. A prizefight was to
the finish; there was either no limit to the rounds or it was
scheduled for enough rounds to achieve the same purpose.
Prizefighting, in this respect, has been virtually eliminated.
Today we have boxing matches, scored on a point system with a
limited number of rounds where it is highly likely that a
competitive fight will go the distance, with the difference between
winning and losing being no more than a few points. Old-time sports
would have scoffed at deciding a championship in such a manner.
Consider Jack Johnson's fight against Jess Willard in 1915 when he
lost the title in what was the last true championship prizefight.
Had this fight been based on scorecards for the first 12 or 15
rounds, Jack Johnson would have won easily since he was by far the
more skilled boxer. Instead, an exhausted Johnson was knocked out
in the 25th round.

There have been many classic, entertaining fights in the history
of boxing. The Johnson - Jeffries fight was not one of them, at
least in terms of being competitive. These were not two
well-matched combatants trading heavy punches, demonstrating equal
skill, giving and taking punishment equally, until finally, only
one could remain standing. The actual fight was a mismatch, but it
was great in the level of anticipation and interest it generated.
And it was great because it was an important heavyweight
championship fight that would definitely be decided in the ring, by
the fighters, not by the rendering of a decision by judges or the
referee. It was the last big fight to take place in the United
States which could be considered a finish fight.

And of course its billing as a racial battle during the height
of Jim Crow is what attracted the interest of those that would not
otherwise deign to care about prizefights. One could even make the
argument that Jack was not the first black heavyweight champion but
rather that honor belongs to the Virgina slave of the early 19th
century, Tom Molineaux. When Molineaux was fighting, before the
Civil War, no one cared that a black man was the champion. Fighting
had not yet acquired the nonsensical broader significance that it
did in the 20th century. Obviously, the tenor of the times matters.
That is why Jack Johnson is a monumental sports figure and
prominent in the litany of black firsts but also why his impact on
race and sport and society was light years from that of Jackie
Robinson or even Joe Louis. Which is not to minimize his
achievement. It was simply not the right time for an athlete to
have much of a positive impact on race relations. In 1910, racism
in the United States was strong, entrenched and unquestioned. No
black athlete could overcome the prejudice of white America. But
racism is why people cared about this fight. It is why more people,
average people, people other than the sporting crowd, cared about
Johnson v. Jeffries.

Admittedly, this book contains much speculation about the
motives of its characters. In that sense you cannot regard this as
an academic history but then again, I am not an academic. In any
case, I find that histories that speculate and express opinion make
for more lively reading. I hope that is the case here.

Special thanks go to my mother, Diane, whose classic liberal
arts education and background in teaching make her an excellent
editor and critic. Without her help, many sentences and paragraphs
would have remained inane. Thanks also go to the excellent staff at
the Nevada Historical Society, the Washoe County Libraries, and the
University of Nevada Library.

 

 



 









1]1Dear Reader,

If you are reading the free electronic version of this book
consider yourself empowered to purchase this book retroactively at
whatever price you wish by sending payment through Paypal to:

greatprizefight@gmail.com

How fair is that?! You are free to pay or not pay based on the
degree of value (or lack there of ) that you find in this book. Or
simply consider this my gift to you. Regardless, you are also free,
in fact encouraged, to pass along a digital copy of this book to
whomever you think would be interested. Printed copies are
available from www.lulu.com.

Regards,

Steve








Chapter 1
Cruel Fate




 

"Let us represent worthily for once the foul brood to
which a cruel fate consigned us!" -Samuel Beckett

 

July 4, 1910. Jim Jeffries, a huge, well-muscled man with
bulging biceps, massive shoulders and thick thighs, shuffled
anxiously back and forth across his bedroom floor. Signs of age -
thinning hair, tired eyes, deep lines in his jaw sagging in a
permanent frown - caused him to appear even older than his 35
years. Having failed miserably each time he tried to sleep, the old
and formerly fearsome warrior arose, trying in the darkness to pace
away his angst. A cool summer breeze blew through the open windows
of his second floor cottage apartment. In the room below, one of
his sparring partners was awakened regularly by the sound of
creaking floor boards caused by his boss' heavy footsteps. The
footsteps seemed heavier than normal, as if coming from a condemned
man weighed down by the disconcerting knowledge of the exact time
of his execution.

It was the night before a boxing match touted as the greatest in
history. In a match which pitted the best fighters of two
supposedly distinct "races" - the "African Negro" and the
"Anglo-Saxon" - Jim Jeffries had reluctantly assumed the mantel of
"redeemer of the white race." He had agreed to fight a man he
believed himself incapable of defeating. When he had consented to
the match everyone knew that this would be a big fight. But no one,
including Jeffries, had any idea how the racial significance would
grow so large that it would propel this championship prizefight out
from its seedy world of gamblers and gangsters and into the lap of
mainstream, puritan America. For the first time in history, the
sport of boxing completely transcended its underclass roots and its
subculture of vulgar and flashy gambling men known as "sports."
Broader America had only recently discovered, thanks to relentless
publicity and the repugnant behavior of the current black champion,
the importance of having a champion with fair skin. Prizefighting,
an obnoxious remnant from a less enlightened era, suddenly mattered
to civilized people.

Jeffries anticipated neither the pandemic of race consciousness
nor the absurd and uncontrollable hype that this fight had spawned.
More would be written about this fight than had been written about
any prior championship bout or, for that matter, any other single
sporting event in history. Now, on its eve, the time had long since
passed when Jeffries was capable of controlling his own destiny; he
was being carried inexorably forward by the momentum of an event
that was much bigger than him. Millions of people expected him to
demonstrate white superiority by pounding the black champion into
oblivion. They were rooting for Jeffries to prove the invincibility
of the "white race," yet he knew that he was not up to the enormous
task. He was afraid. The piqued and hopeful white masses had been
deluded by propaganda and wishful thinking; Jeffries was a false
hope, puffed up beyond all reasonable expectations.

When the black man, Jack Johnson, had captured the heavyweight
boxing crown, intense pressure had been put on Jeffries, the great
white fighter, to come out of retirement and regain the title on
behalf of the "white race." Years of self indulgence and inactivity
suggest that it would have been wise to decline. But to admit his
frailty would require spurning the temptation of a colossal payday.
Instead, he made a Faustian bargain. He would take up the challenge
not because he believed that he was capable of beating Johnson, but
because he was seduced by the promise of fraudulent victory. The
fighters, their managers, and the promoters would earn more money
then could have been imagined only a few years earlier. And, for
the "sports," it would be the greatest wagering event in history.
He could not just say "no." If necessary the fight could be fixed
if this would prevent him from walking away. And so it was. The
outcome would be predetermined so that his image as an invincible
champion would be preserved. His wealth would be magnified and an
inflamed white populous would be freed from the stigma of a black
champion. That was the plan. But somewhere along the road to the
great battle, the plan had gone horrendously wrong.

Now, as Jeffries paced his room in the pre-dawn darkness, hours
before the fight that was being called "greatest battle of the
century," he faced the consequences of this perfidious deal which
had collapsed so late in the game that he could no longer back out
gracefully. The responsibility for letting down a country and a
race would rest squarely on his shoulders and he wondered how this
could possibly be just. Jim Jeffries had sold his soul to assuage
the anguish of racist America, yet in a few short hours, his
greatness would be obliterated. Today only the most ardent boxing
fans remember his name.

In his day, Jeffries was considered by many to be the greatest
fighter ever, but if he were to lose to a black man, what would
that say about him and previous champions? And what would it say
about racial superiority? His title defenses and those of his
predecessors might be seen in a new light, as battles not against
the best opponents, but against overrated white fighters. Would his
entire career and the careers of the greats in whose footsteps he
followed be perceived as a sham? Would the achievements of John L.
Sullivan, Jim Corbett, Bob Fitzsimmons, and Jim Jeffries become
suspect due to their unwillingness to fight black opponents? In a
few hours this question would be answered. After months of buildup,
all that remained to either confirm Jeffries as the redeemer of the
white race or expose him as its deceiver, was the fight itself.

For years Jeffries had avoided Johnson. Now they would finally
meet in a battle that would, in theory, be a moment of truth, not
just for Jeffries and an entire generation of white fighters, but
for an idea. If Jeffries won he would reaffirm racist views and
preserve his own iconic status. If he lost, his reputation would be
shattered and a damaging blow would be struck to the foundation of
America's "racialist" social structure. Jeffries' responsibility
was to prove true the lie of white supremacy and as the fatal hour
approached, the overwhelming pressure to do so cracked his
psyche.

The original plan for his opponent to "take a dive," which was
not such a startling or unreasonable option in the shadowy world of
turn-of-the-century prizefighting, was scuttled just days before
the fight and was now completely out of the question. Unfortunately
for Jeffries, this fight would be on the up and up. And so Jeffries
stayed awake, pacing and trying to convince himself that he really
could beat the great black fighter. Maybe he really was as good as
everybody pretended. Perhaps he could pull off a victory without an
"arrangement." He hadn't trained very hard, but then, it wasn't
supposed to matter. When it turned out that it did, it was too
late; he was trapped. At least he was in excellent cardiovascular
shape. He was big, strong and possessed a heavy punch. Maybe that
was enough. It had been enough against his other opponents, but
none of them were as close to his size, as strong, or as skilled as
Johnson. And he hadn't fought them carrying five years of ring
rust. To have any hope of survival, he would have to be at his
absolute best but on the eve of fight day he frittered away his
strength pacing through sleepless hours. Long before he stepped in
the ring, Jim Jeffries, the designated demigod of the white race,
was a nervous wreck.

Win or lose, this was definitely the end for Jeffries. He would
never fight again. After the fight was over he could retreat to his
farm where his psyche would heal. But for the sport of
prizefighting it was a different story. Its mere existence as a
legal sport was tenuous. Prizefighting was an outcast and a
contradiction during the Progressive Era and despite the
overwhelming focus on this one championship fight, the sport was in
ill health and sliding toward extinction. If Jeffries were to lose,
the white public, which had staked so much emotional energy (and
wagering capital) on their champion, would no longer care if
governments, as they had been trying to do as long as prizefighting
had existed, banned the sport altogether. Prizefighting's legal
standing was so weak that even a Jeffries victory might not save
it. And if Jeffries went down he would surely take the entire game
with him. Those who attended the fight suspected as much.
Prizefighting had all but lost its struggle against reform. This
prizefight seemed likely to be the last great prizefight on U.S
soil. Thus, the great men of boxing's early years, past champions
and near champions, trainers and promoters, as well as famous
sports, with their large bankrolls, gathered at the fight like
acquaintances at a wake, to bid Jeffries and prizefighting
farewell. They traveled thousands of miles, across the country and
across the oceans to serve as the honor guard at the funeral for a
dieing sport. But the death of prizefighting was like the death of
a star; the end would not come quietly. Instead, there would be one
final burst of incendiary energy, a supernova, which would leave
only faint remnants of its former self.





























Chapter 2
The Nevada Disgrace


 

"To watch boxing closely, and seriously, is to risk
moments of what might be called animal panic - a sense not only
that something very ugly is happening but that, by watching it, one
is an accomplice." -Joyce Carol Oates

 

Generally, government frowns on men beating each other up. In
the United States, fighting, as a legal sport, has a relatively
short history. At the turn of the 20th century, all states but
Nevada either prohibited prizefights or restricted boxing to a
short number of rounds or forbade decisions or both. While boxing
for exercise or as an exhibition of martial skill might be
acceptable, finish fights for money - prizefights - were not.
Fights required secluded locations where fighters, their handlers
and bettors could assemble undisturbed. Thus, if the police
discovered fighters and their followers congregating with the
intent to hold a prizefight, the lawbreakers would scatter like
rodents until another more secretive, hastily arranged location
could be found. This began to change as boxers donned gloves under
Marquis of Queensbury Rules.

Jim Corbett became the first heavyweight champion to win the
title under Queensbury Rules when he knocked out John L. Sullivan,
the last bare-knuckle heavyweight champion in 1892. John L.
Sullivan ("The Great" John L.) had adopted gloved boxing as a
direct result of the perpetual government harassment of
bare-knuckle prizefighters. By donning gloves in a title defense,
the eminent John L. gave sanction to Queensbury rules as a
legitimate format under which to contest a heavyweight championship
bout. The rule changes, however, from bare-knuckle fighting to
gloved fighting were significant and encompassed much more than the
mere addition of hand wear.

Bare-knuckle fighting was a brutal form of entertainment
predominantly tied to the inner city immigrant working class, while
gloved boxing had developed along side it as a respectable form of
physical training for the upper and middle classes. Sparring with
gloves was more akin to fencing and though it was not less
dangerous, it was ostensibly more refined. As sparring became
popular in the mid 19th century, the Marquis of Queensbury, John
Sholto Douglas, codified the sport with what became known as the
Queensbury rules; a modified version of which governs boxing
matches held today.

 

 




	
Heavyweight Championship
Bouts 1882-1892

 

February
7, 1882 Mississippi City, MS

London Prize Ring Rules

John L. Sullivan knocks out Paddy Ryan in 9 rounds to win the
American Heavyweight Title.

 

August
29, 1885 Cincinnati, Ohio

Queensbury Rules

Sullivan wins a 6 round decision over Dominick McCaffery in the
first heavyweight championship contested under Queensbury rules. 3
oz. gloves were worn. The referee's decision was controversial.

 

March 10,
1888 Chantilly, France

London Prize Ring Rules

John L. Sullivan and Englishman Charlie Mitchell fight to a draw
in what is billed as a World Heavyweight Title fight. After fleeing
English authorities, the fight is held on the Rothschild estate
north of Paris in a cold rain. After 39 rounds, both men are
exhausted and the fight is declared a draw.

 

July 8,
1889 Richburg, MS

London Prize Ring Rules

John L. Sullivan finishes Jake Kilrain in the 75th round to
retain the Heavyweight Championship.

 

September
7, 1892 New Orleans, LA

Queensbury Rules

James Corbett wins the heavyweight title by knocking out John L.
Sullivan in the 21st round.







The main differences between the Queensbury rules and the London
Prize Ring Rules, which governed bare-knuckle fighting, was the
creation of three minute rounds with one minute rest between
rounds, the wearing of gloves, and the requirement that a fighter
return to his feet unaided within 10 seconds of being knocked down
or the fight was over. Not being able to regain your feet within 10
seconds is more commonly known as a "knockout." Today, pure
knockouts are infrequent since modern referees are likely to stop a
bout if a fighter is severely impaired or outclassed but not yet
completely dysfunctional. Stoppage of a fight in this manner is
called a technical knockout (TKO). But in the late 19th and early
20th centuries, stoppage of a bout by the referee was virtually
unheard of and the phrase "technical knockout" was unknown.

In the bare-knuckle era, matches were usually organized by
saloon owners rather than slick promoters. Industrial workers, such
as miners or longshoremen, or neighborhood gangs organized with
gamblers at their local pub and put forward their toughest man to
match against another group's man. Each group would come up with
stake money to match the other groups stake and side bets were made
between the combatants. A time and location were picked and the two
men would fight to the finish under London Prize Ring Rules.

The key points of the London rules were that rounds would last
until one of the men went down; there was no minimum or maximum
length of time. After the round ended, each fighter would have 30
seconds of rest before being required to return to the scratch, a
line in the center of the ring, where they would restart the
battle. Upper body wrestling was acceptable and when a man was
thrown or knocked to the ground it would signify the end of the
round. Fights frequently dragged on for hours in a gruesome display
of manhood. Severely wounded and exhausted men would return again
and again to the scratch, sacrificing themselves for their
supporters, until they reached the point of final and complete
collapse. But even the old London rules were a great improvement
over their precursor, the Broughton rules. London rules barred acts
like biting, butting, gouging, or kicking and when a man could no
longer come to the scratch under his own power, the fight was over.
Under Broughton rules a fighter could be helped to the scratch if
he could not make it on his own. The prohibition of this assistance
under the London rules was a major improvement in safety. One can
only wonder what went on inside the mind of a fighter's chief
second that would inspire him to carry an almost helpless man back
into combat. Perhaps if his opponent was equally disabled, he, his
fighter, and their supporters might still win their wagers.
Needless to say, bare-knuckle matches were barbaric and bloody
events more akin to dog or cock fights than to civilized athletic
competition between human beings.

By the 1880s, state governments were doing such an excellent job
at deterring prizefighting that it was no longer worthwhile to
pursue matches. The legal hassles and expenses associated with
prizefighting led John L to prefer boxing under Queensbury rules
which was now allowed in many states in the form of exhibitions or
sparring sessions, but not in fights to the finish. John L toured
the country in traveling boxing and variety shows where he would
challenge anyone in the house to put on the gloves and spar with
him. If no one stepped forward, he would spar with a member of his
troupe. This method of presenting boxing as theatrical
entertainment earned him more money than did actual championship
bouts. In fact, prizefighting had become expensive, requiring
expenditures for lawyers fees, legal fines and bribes which ate up
most if not all of Sullivan's ring earnings. Prizefighting did,
however, bring John L the fame and popularity which made his boxing
tours financially successful.

Marquis of Queensbury rules also opened up opportunities for
fighters like Jim Corbett who was more adept than bare-knuckle
brawlers at fighting under the new system. Since he no longer had
to worry about having his face pummeled while in a headlock or
having his arm broken in a clinch, Corbett could use boxing
"science" rather than brawn to defeat his opponent. The way Corbett
would "stick and move" rather than trade punches toe to toe was
what made him known as the father of modern boxing. It was a style
which traditionalists failed to appreciate and which made him
unpopular with Sullivan supporters.

When Corbett lifted the title from the old warrior, boxing was
on the gloved path for good. Nonetheless, championship fights to
the finish were still not legal in most states. The
Corbett-Sullivan fight took place during a brief window of legality
in New Orleans which, for that reason, became the mecca of American
boxing from 1890 to 1894. Clubs such as the Olympic, New Orleans,
West End, Columbia and Metropolitan emerged to promote what were
cynically called "sparring exhibitions." These athletic clubs
pioneered important changes in the sport such as the
standardization of weight classifications and the empowerment of
the referee to stop a fight (usually in the case of repeated fouls
by one fighter or if a corner "threw in the towel"). Further, New
Orleans boxing clubs were an early manifestation of boxing as a
promotable form of entertainment rather than a private slug fest
between representatives of neighborhood gangs.

After a few years of pugilistic frenzy, the New Orleans fight
scene came to a crashing halt. An ambiguous anti-prizefighting
statute which outlawed prizefighting but allowed gloved matches had
been in place but was viewed by boxing's supporters as compatible
with the type of bouts which took place in New Orleans. At first,
the courts agreed. When charges were brought against the Olympic
Club for hosting a prizefight in violation of this statute, the
club was acquitted. However, 4 years later, when the club faced the
same charge, the jury saw things differently. The second trial took
place in the shadow of a tragedy that had shifted public perception
of the sport. In a match held at the Olympic Club, future
lightweight champ George "Kid" Lavigne knocked out the local
favorite, Andy Bowen, in the 18th round. Bowen died the next
morning. That was the end for New Orleans.

Eliminating ambiguity in anti-prizefighting statues would
trouble lawmakers everywhere for years to come. The intent of the
law in New Orleans was to remove the brutal aspects of boxing while
preserving the ability to engage in healthful and skillful martial
exhibitions. But fighting without violence proved to be a difficult
paradox to overcome legislatively. The spirit of the
anti-prizefight statute was routinely violated until tragedy forced
a jury to stop focusing on the strict language of the law and
instead recognize the law's intent.

Thus, prizefighting lost its major venue. While "exhibitions" of
short duration - 3 to 6 rounds - were commonplace and popular, the
staging of championship fights was difficult. When Bob Fitzsimmons
challenged the reigning champ, Jim Corbett, in 1895. Corbett agreed
to the match but finding a location to stage the battle proved
difficult.

Corbett wanted to defend his title legally so an acceptable
(legal) venue had to be found. The ambiguity of Texas law held
promise for that state as a location, so the fight was scheduled
for Dallas on Oct 31, 1895. Notwithstanding the Texas governor's
opposition to boxing, which he asserted was "an insult to public
decency," promoter Dan Stuart, with the support of some Dallas
businessmen, proceeded to build a stadium and sell tickets.
Apparently these men were also not concerned that the governor
viewed anyone involved with boxing as "a contemptuous felon." Based
on the governor's comments, Stuart and company should not have been
surprised when he called a special session of the legislature to
pass an anti-boxing statute. Within two days, a bill passed which
clearly prohibited boxing in the state of Texas. Those associated
with the fight were chased from the state when the governor
declared that they would be arrested for conspiring to commit a
felony. That settled matters for good in Texas. A state that still
allowed public executions would spare its citizens the outrage of
public boxing. In fairness to the governor and the legislature,
prizefighting was not opposed so much because of the violence in
the ring but because of the sordid lot of criminals and ruffians
who were attracted to the matches. A championship match would bring
the wrong kind of people to the city of Dallas. As the Dallas
Pastor's Association pointed out, "such a contest will concentrate
in our midst a horde of gamblers, thieves, pickpockets, thugs and
harlots, whose presence even scattered throughout the country is a
perpetual menace to the welfare of the community, and where
concentrated here would debauch our city and state in an unlimited
degree."

As a back up, Stuart considered Mexico, but President Porfirio
Diaz, a man who used violence and assassination as a political
tool, pronounced that no boxing would take place in Mexico. Next,
Stuart tried the Indian Territory - which was still 11 years away
from merging with the Oklahoma territory to form the state of
Oklahoma. In theory, a council of five tribes had jurisdiction. On
this basis, one attorney opined that if "the scrappers can procure
themselves to be adopted as Chickasaw citizens there is no
authority that can interfere." But the Federal Commissioner of the
Indian Office had no problem overriding so called Indian autonomy
and threatened to call out the U.S. Marshals to prevent what would
be "a great detriment to the peace and welfare of the Indians." The
Commissioner was of the same mind as Diaz: no boxing.

On to Arkansas. Although, Arkansas had prohibited the Sullivan -
Kilrain bout, the last bare-knuckle championship, in 1889, the
state had since acquired new rulers. So, Stuart worked with the
city officials of Little Rock, and created an athletic club that
was licensed to "stage boxing exhibitions by and for club members."
Alas, state officials remained opposed and viewed Little Rock's
attempt to stage the fight as a usurpation of the state's authority
governing such bouts. The state determined that the fight was
illegal and the governor threatened to declare martial law if the
city of Little Rock refused to comply. Since it seemed that no
state was going to allow this fight to take place, Corbett retired
from boxing and awarded his title to Peter Maher.

Why was it so difficult to stage a prizefight? Because
prizefighting, even in its new gloved version, had a justifiably
bad reputation. Not only did it promote and glorify violence, it
produced mayhem involving the dregs of society. To attend a fight
was to risk your life. Tough guys would eject customers from the
good seats. Guns and knives were pervasive, and gangs of
supporters, if not fighting each other, could intimidate an
opponent into throwing a fight. Since gambling was the driving
force behind the sport, many fights were fixed and the exorbitant
sums wagered did nothing to encourage fair play. The insidious
nature of boxing clashed sharply with the reform sentiment of the
Progressive Era. When Ohio Judge Hollister ruled against a bout
which was to take place in Cincinnati in 1901, he termed boxing
"most animal and brutal" and asserted that the match was likely "…
to injure public and private morals, subvert common right, and
threatened the welfare, safety, comfort, peace, morals and
happiness of her citizens, and the honor and dignity of the state."
Similar views were expressed by judges and reformers throughout the
country.

But a Fitzsimmons - Corbett match was destined to occur. While
Corbett was "retired" and performing in a theatrical show called
"Naval Cadet," Fitz managed to KO the new "champ" Maher in the
first round in a fight that took place surreptitiously on a sand
bar in the Rio Grande near Langtry, Texas, technically in the
Mexican state of Coahuila. It all happened too fast for the Mexican
authorities to intervene. Until then, Fitzsimmons had been chasing
and aggravating Corbett for years in an effort to get a fight. Now
that he had beaten Corbett's "successor" and won the title, he
disdainfully renounced it. "To show Corbett how little weight his
championship presented to Maher carried, I now formally renounce
all claims to the belt and refuse to accept it." Despite his
renunciation, the tables had turned and it was now Corbett who was
chasing Fitzsimmons, whom some now regarded as the true
champion.

There was still the problem of where to hold the fight. To solve
this, the visionary government of the state of Nevada, with a
little coaxing, stepped forward to rescue the sport. Because
Nevada's primary industry was mining, boom and bust cycles were
routine and in the 1890s the state was in the midst of a 20 year
depression. Production from the Comstock Lode around Virginia City
was flagging and not too far away, just down the hill in Carson
City, the state capital, it seemed like a good idea to encourage
alternative economic activity. Promoter Dan Stuart suspected that
the government might be amenable to legalizing prizefighting. So,
with the aid of prominent Carson City Attorney, Charles A. Jones,
they drafted a bill that would do just that. Behind the scenes
negotiations, including alleged extralegal gratuities, led to this
bill's introduction and passage. On January 29, 1897, Governor
Reinhold Sadler signed the prizefighting act into law, clearing the
way for Corbett and Fitzsimmons to fight. Religious organizations,
educators, and government officials across the country were
outraged by Nevada's behavior. There was even talk of repealing
Nevada's statehood! But like it or not, prizefighting was now legal
and what became known as "the Nevada Disgrace", placed the state at
the forefront of vice regulation, a tradition that would continue
into the 20th century.

A state with less that 45,000 residents would hold its first
legal prizefight that spring. For promoter Dan Stuart, the decision
of where to hold the fight had been between the state capital of
Carson City or the bigger mining town of Virginia City, 15 miles
away in the mountains to the northeast. Carson City got the nod
over its neighbor and the long and eventful history of boxing in
Nevada was under way.

On St. Patty's Day, March 17, 1897, at approximately 1:04 P.M,
the title of world heavyweight champion transferred hands, for the
first time with unambiguous legality, from Jim Corbett to Bob
Fitzsimmons. On this crisp spring day, at the foot of the Sierra
Nevada Mountains, Jim Corbett's five year reign came to an end. The
previous day's snowfall, which had threatened to delay the bout,
had melted away just in time. Yet snow remained on the mountains,
providing a picturesque backdrop to a sparsely filled 15,000 seat
arena. As Corbett lay crumpled on the canvas, courtesy of
Fitzsimmons' famous solar plexus punch, a massive man in a white
wool pullover and a sporting cap climbed through the ropes. Jim
Jeffries ("Jeff"), just shy of his 22nd birthday, was coming to the
aid of his defeated and injured employer. Compared to the two
combatants, the referee, trainers and other assorted boxing
detritus who were pointlessly milling around inside the ring, Jim
Jeffries was a giant. He certainly appeared large enough and tough
enough to clear the ring by himself, if he so desired.

Several weeks prior, he had joined Corbett's camp to work as a
sparring partner. With only a handful of fights under his belt, he
was presented with an opportunity which no ambitious fighter could
decline - to train with the champion. Alone and nervous, Jeffries
had shown up on the doorstep of Corbett's Nevada training camp. He
presented a letter of introduction written by DeWitt Van Court, his
mentor and the head instructor of the Los Angeles City Athletic
Club, to Corbett's trainer Billy Delaney. At that time, Jeffries
was still green and so much in awe of the champion that when the
two first started sparring, Corbett, in order to get some work out
him, had to back Jeffries into a corner and then command him to
fight his way out. But Jeff was soon giving Corbett his money's
worth - putting him through the hard training needed to prepare for
a title fight. In exchange, Jeff gained skill and an understanding
of what it takes to be the champion. Working with Corbett was a
great learning experience for the young Jeffries and it put him on
the road to becoming a great champion himself.










Chapter 3
The Rise of the Boilermaker




 

"Childhood is always the same. Only to one person, it
will seem ordinary, to a second benign, and to a third satanic" -
Thomas Bernhard

 

James Jackson Jeffries was born on a farm in Carroll, Ohio on
April 15, 1875. His parents uprooted the family just a few years
later for the promised utopia of Southern California. As a youth,
Jeffries was politely described as "red-blooded," a phrase which
implies that he was a trouble maker but only to the normal and
healthy degree expected of a boy. While he enjoyed the outdoors and
roughhousing with his four brothers, he perhaps showed a little too
much "red-blood" when, at the age of fourteen, he knocked a teacher
to the ground and kicked him in the head. He viewed this assault as
the justifiable defense of a female classmate who was being treated
unfairly by the teacher. Jeff quit school after this incident.
Viewed through modern eyes, one might consider Jeffries nothing
more than a hoodlum and a drop out, but in his day few students
attended high school and physical violence between students and
teachers was common. Teachers who used physical punishment to
enforce discipline were the source of most violence. A teacher
would have to "establish himself in authority… against the two or
three big boys who were found in every such school.3.1" Of
course, asserting authority over exceptionally big and strong boys
like Jeffries should have led educators to reconsider the use of
violence. Coincidentally, James J. Corbett was also expelled from
school at the age of 15 for beating his teacher, which makes one
think that this is not such an abnormal event, at least for future
heavyweight champions.

Stories of fighting and amazing feats of strength pepper
accounts of Jeffries' youth. Individually, the veracity of these
stories can be questioned, but there is no doubt that Jeff grew up
and worked in a tough, blue-collar environment, in which fighting
was commonplace. By the age of 16 he had gone to work in the tin
mines of Temecula. He then shoveled coal for the Santa Fe Rail Road
before going on to become a boilermaker, which earned him the
nickname that would remain with him throughout his life. These jobs
are dirty, mean, and dangerous. It took a rugged man to do this. No
exaggerated stories are needed to prove his toughness.

After hours of back breaking labor, Jeff and his coworkers moved
from hard work to hard athletic recreation such as foot racing,
wrestling, and boxing. Since Jeff had been blessed not only with
size, but with tremendous strength and speed, he excelled in all
these events. An impressed coworker by the name of Billy Gallagher,
who also happened to be a welterweight boxer, persuaded Jeff to
give professional boxing a try. Gallagher threw him straight into
the deep end, matching him with fighters of far greater skill and
experience. It became readily apparent that even with little
training, Jeff was a tough man to handle. His opponents might hit
him, but they couldn't hurt him. Jeff was such a giant - a
massively large man for the turn of the century - and so
overwhelmingly powerful that average fighters had no chance to
defeat him. After a few fights, Gallagher escorted Jeffries to
Harry Corbett's pool room (betting parlor) in San Francisco and
introduced him to Harry's brother, the champion, Jim Corbett.
Gallagher convinced Corbett to take Jeffries with him to his
training camp for the upcoming championship bout with Bob
Fitzsimmons but Jeffries was unsure. It was not so clear to him as
it was to Gallagher that this was the path he wanted to follow.
Prizefighting was a shady business infested with untrustworthy
characters. From the start, Jeff was not especially fond of the
sport nor of becoming the equivalent of a fighting pit bull for
West Coast gamblers. For the moment, he begged off, but after
returning to Los Angeles and conferring with DeWitt Van Court, he
elected to meet up with the champion in Carson City. Despite its
shortcomings, there was a lot more money in boxing than in the back
breaking labor of a boilermaker. As Jack Dempsey famously said,
"when you're fighting you're fighting for one thing: money."

After Bob Fitzsimmons ended Corbett's reign, Jeff headed back to
California to resume his own boxing career. Accompanying him on the
train to Oakland was Corbett's trainer, Billy Delaney. Knowing that
Jeffries was without a trainer, and seeing potential in the big
man, he offered his services. The unassertive, soft spoken Jeffries
had wanted desperately for Delaney to train him, but had been too
timid to ask. But now that Delaney had made the suggestion, Jeff
accepted. With only a hand shake deal, their long and successful
partnership commenced.

Billy Delaney's training job was masterful. In San Francisco, by
far the largest city west of St. Louis and the heart of west coast
boxing, Delaney moved Jeffries from matches with local mediocrities
to fights with the toughest heavyweights in the country. Only four
months had passed since the Corbett-Fitzsimmons fight before Jeff
was matched with a legitimate contender, Gus Ruhlin, "The Akron
Giant." Jeff took some punishment. Right hands from Ruhlin closed
Jeff's eye and blows to his left ear temporarily deafened him. But
Jeff dished it out too, knocking Ruhlin down twice. As the fight
progressed, Jeffries did what he became famous for, he became
stronger. Although Jeff was disappointed that this 20 round fight
ended in a draw, it was an excellent showing for a inexperienced
fighter and his performance established him as a serious
heavyweight.

Within eight months he was pitted against the even more
dangerous "Chrysanthemum" Joe Choynski. The sobriquet
"Chrysanthemum" reportedly derived from the resemblance of his
unkempt blond hair to the flower, although perhaps the flower's
association with funerals was also an inspiration. While it may
have been an otherwise fine nickname, the value of flora is fairly
low on the intimidation scale and not the least bit representative
of Joe's fighting ability, which was more aptly described by his
other, more ferocious nickname, "The California Terror." Although
this bout also ended in a 20 round draw, it once again showed that
the newcomer Jeffries could fight on even terms with the best
fighters in the division. In the 16th round, Choynski nailed
Jeffries with an awful right hand that broke Jeff's nose and jammed
his upper lip into the gap between in his front two teeth. Despite
the ferocity of the blow and the injuries sustained, Jeff appeared
unfazed, proving conclusively that he could take a punch.

More bruising battles came Jeff's way. On May 6, 1898, in a
dramatic battle with "Sailor" Tom Sharkey, Jeffries emerged with a
20 round decision, his first victory over a major contender and a
prelude to the epic rematch 2 years later. Sharkey was a punching
machine charging straight ahead like a bull. He nailed Jeff
repeatedly. But in order to deliver his blows he had to absorb
numerous powerful counter punches from the much taller Jeffries.
Midway through the bout both fighters were pouring blood. After 20
rounds, the referee awarded Jeffries the decision.

By this point in his career, Jeffries had proven himself to be
one of the best fighters on the west coast, but in order to get a
shot at the title, he would need to impress East Coast sports
writers who had not yet seen the big man in action. Trainer/manager
Billy Delaney planned to unveil Jeffries to Easterners in the
unique forum of a boxing double header. If things went as planned,
Jeff would defeat two legitimate opponents on the same night,
thereby impressing both fans and sportswriters with his fighting
ability. On August 5, 1898, Jeff commenced the first of two
10-rounders against a big, tough and experienced black fighter
named Bob Armstrong after which he was to fight the equally
experienced but less imposing Steve O'Donnell. But misfortune
struck. The second fight had to be canceled after Jeff threw an
awkward left hook and broke his thumb on Armstrong's skull.
Although he clearly won the first bout, it was an uninspiring
performance. The already disgruntled fight fans burst into a chorus
of booing and hissing when the announcement came that the second
bout was to be canceled. News of Jeffries' injury was received with
disdain and skepticism in the days following the fiasco. The
merciless New York sportswriters ridiculed Jeff. They questioned
his ability and toughness and expressed skepticism about his
alleged broken thumb. With no reason to remain in the east,
Jeffries and Delaney left two days later for California. Jeff was
disheartened, but he vowed to return and prove his critics
wrong.

Jeffries had progressed from being Jim Corbett's sparring
partner to being a title contender in only sixteen months. What he
needed now was a respite from boxing. He temporarily traded his
gloves and the ring for a fishing pole and the southern California
wilderness where he could get away from crowds and publicity. A
little hunting and fishing, some peace and solitude, was just what
he needed to get back on track.

He enjoyed life on the farm and his time away from boxing for
nearly a year before hearing from fight promoter and manager
William Brady whom Jeff and Delaney had met while they were in New
York. Brady had recently been appointed to manage the Coney Island
Athletic Club and was looking to promote a fight there. He had
heard that the champion, Bob Fitzsimmons (Fitz), was in need of
money and that he would need to return to the ring soon. Fitz had
not fought much since winning the title from Corbett, electing
instead to earn his living on the Vaudeville circuit, as was the
tradition for champions. Jeff and Fitz had both been inactive for
so long that it was time for both to get back in the ring.

William Brady was the catalyst. First he cajoled Fitzsimmons
into returning to the ring. Then he talked Jeff into a two year
management contract worth 50% of his earnings in exchange for
setting up the match with the champ. To get a shot at the title,
Jeff thought it was a deal worth accepting. For Brady it was an
even sweeter deal because he also managed Jim Corbett. Should
Jeffries win the title, he would have the two top heavyweights - a
champion and an ex-champion - in his stable. One thing on which
Jeffries did insist, out of loyalty and friendship, was keeping
Delaney on as his trainer. Brady agreed.

Based on what he had heard from Brady and the New York sports,
Fitzsimmons warmed to the idea of fighting Jeffries because he
considered Jeff to be a plodding big man. He thought that he would
be able to outclass Jeff with his speed and skill. In hindsight,
Jeff's debut performance in New York City turned out to be rather
fortunate. Because of one less than satisfactory showing, Jeff had
unjustly earned a reputation as a slow, sub par fighter. Based on
this misinformation, Fitz's camp had elected to face Jeff rather
than Tom Sharkey because they though he would present Fitz with an
easier comeback fight.

To reach the pinnacle, the heavyweight title, Jeff would need to
be completely prepared. Brady, with 50% of Jeff's future earnings
at stake, was equally motivated to prepare him well. He knew that
Jeffries had the makings of a great fighter, but that his boxing
skills could use a little polish. To that end, he brought on-board
middleweight champ Tommy Ryan, "one of the cleverest boxers who
ever trod the resin dust." He would give the massive Californian
some skill to go along with his phenomenal power. Invincibility
approached. Near the end of training camp, with members of the
press and John L. Sullivan in attendance, Jeff sparred 12 intense
rounds. The Great John L, the high priest of the boxing world, was
so enthused by what he had witnessed that he proclaimed "Tell the
world, here is the next champion. He is the fastest big man I ever
saw."

According to old-time boxing writer Alexander Johnston, "When
Tommy Ryan took Jeffries over, the big fellow was not a really good
boxer. He could hit even then but he telegraphed his blows. Ryan
taught him how to hit and then taught him how to defend himself.
Jeff picked all this up remarkably rapidly, because he was
naturally extremely quick with feet and hands for a big man. In the
end he was a nearly perfect fighting machine."

The fight between Fitzsimmons and Jeffries took place in Coney
Island, New York on June 9, 1899. The early rounds shared equal
amounts of give and take. Fitz went down in the 2nd but came back
to nail Jeff with some serious blows including his famous solar
plexus punch in the 10th. Anyone who has ever been hit between the
diaphragm and the navel can report the debilitating effect of such
a blow. When delivered by a master like Fitzsimmons, a normal man
should be seriously impaired if not finished altogether - as Jim
Corbett could confirm. But on this day, Fitz could only feel
disconcerted as his opponent showed no ill effect from the blow.
While Jeff had taken the best blows that Fitz could deliver he
consistently pounded Fitz with his thunderous left jabs. Alexander
Johnston fabulously described Jeff's left hand as "a giant fist
with a ticket to poppyland in its merest tap" By the 10th round,
Fitzsimmons was fading. In the 11th the champion tried to open up
on Jeff, but his punches were losing their sting. Jeff countered
with two big lefts which turned Fitzsimmons' spindly legs to
rubber. Then a smashing right to the jaw sent Fitz down for well
beyond the count of ten. For the first time in his venerable
career, Fitz was knocked out. His seconds dragged his unconscious
body and placed it on the stool in his corner where he took several
minutes to regain his senses. Fitzsimmons had been misinformed. Jim
Jeffries turned out to be not the plodding slugger that Fitz had
expected but rather a fighter who was big and fast and hit like a
truck. John L's prediction had come true; a new champion was
crowned.

 

 




	
Jim Jeffries: Notable Bouts
1897 -1899

 

1897

July 16: Jeffries v. Ruhlin, San
Francisco, 20 round draw.

November 30: Jeffries v. Choynski, San
Franciso, 20 round draw.

 

1898

May 6: Jeffries defeats Sharkey, San
Franciso, 20 round decision.

August 5: Jeffries defeats Armstrong,
NY, 10 round decision. The 2nd bout versus Steve O'Donnell of this
scheduled double header is canceled due to Jeffries being
injured.

 

1899

June 9: Jeffries defeats Fitzsimmons, NY, knockout in the 11th of a
scheduled 20 rounds to win the Heavyweight championship.



























Chapter 4
The Galveston Giant


4. The Galveston Giant

 

"The more that is written and said concerning one who
has held public interest, the less the public knows about that
person." - Jack Johnson

 

Jack Johnson spoke three languages and didn't know the word
"humility" in any of them. As is the case with many great athletes,
the absence of humility is a character flaw not out of place in
sports. Arrogance and excessive self promotion are prerequisites in
the testosterone filled sport of boxing. But, during the early 20th
century, arrogance in the ring - or anywhere else for that matter -
was solely the prerogative of the white man. A black man dared not
admit to a hint of superiority over a white man. Such a state of
affairs put black prizefighters into the predicament of
participating in a sport that by its nature directly asserts the
superiority of one man over another. Should a black fighter defeat
a white man, he would be compelled to couch that victory in terms
that would minimize its offensiveness to fragile white egos. It was
a dicey proposition to which all black fighters conformed - all
accept Jack Johnson. But Jack Johnson was no ordinary man and no
ordinary fighter. Johnson was a fighter with formidable talent who
could annihilate any opponent that dared step into the ring with
him. More importantly, he knew how great he was and he made sure
that everybody else knew it, too. The size of his ego matched the
immensity of his talent. Had he been white he might have been loved
as much as The Great John L who was equally cocky. Sullivan
famously boasted, "My name is John L. Sullivan and I can lick any
son-of-a bitch alive." Had Sullivan's skin been brown, these
remarks would have been the outrageous and offensive boasts of of
an "uppity nigger." Such was the curse of dark skin in an era long
before equal opportunity arrogance. The rules for blacks were
clear. They had a role to play and a station in life where they
belonged. They were expected to show deference to whites by
remaining ignorant, humble and subservient. But for Jack Johnson,
playing by these rules was unacceptable.

Johnson had the unique ability to antagonize white people on
many different levels and from many different angles. To say that
he was hated just because he was black would be an over
simplification, although blackness alone was sufficient for many.
While arrogance on the part of a successful black prizefighter was
certainly caustic enough, Jack had another more reprehensible
character flaw. Not only did he lack the appropriate amount of
humility and deference, he also led a lascivious and openly deviant
lifestyle. Like humility, discretion was another word which failed
to penetrate Jack's lexicon. His public behavior was not only
detested by whites, but many upstanding black citizens felt equally
outraged. Jack Johnson's life reflected those vices that puritan
America abhorred - drinking, gambling, violence and sex. His love
of good times put him in poor standing with "respectable" citizens
but he did not think this made him a bad man. Those people who
constantly harped about morality he considered hypocrites. Just
because some self-righteous folk didn't like his behavior or his
attitude, didn't mean he would change his ways.

Like all southern blacks, Jack had grown up persecuted, abused,
and cheated by whites. When he became an adult, he resolved to be
his own man regardless of the consequences. At a time when Booker
T. Washington was encouraging what he considered to be
non-confrontational positive values like humility, deference,
morality, and hard work, Jack was living a bold and raucous public
life that made Booker cringe. It was Booker's view that Jack's
behavior hurt the black race. Naturally, Jack disagreed and stated
so in his 1927 autobiography. "White people often point to the
writings of Booker T. Washington as the best example of a desirable
attitude on the part of the colored population. I have never been
able to agree with the point of view of Washington, because he has
to my mind not been altogether frank in the statement of the
problem or courageous in the formulation in his solutions to them.
On this point Frederick Douglas' honest and straightforward program
has had more of an appeal to me, because he faced the issues
without compromising. Personally I cannot say that I have ever been
in doubt as to my own policy." Facing issues without compromise,
not as a black man, but just as a man, that was how Jack lived his
life. But his unapologetic and self-indulgent lifestyle
disconcerted many people.

So did his intimate relationships with white women. Jack not
only had relationships with white women, he flaunted them, which
chafed a white society heavily rooted in backward and absurd
concepts of race. During a period when southern lynchings of black
men were at a peak, this was either foolhardy or brave beyond
belief. Black men in the south were hanged for less, hanged for
much less, hanged for nothing.

As Jack became famous, it was difficult for him to find
sympathizers. He threatened the paradigm of white superiority with
his prowess in the ring and he offended moralists with his
lifestyle. Progressives, who already despised prizefighting, could
not find virtue in this man. His interracial relationships unnerved
everybody. Only the sports could appreciate Jack Johnson because he
was one of them. This lifestyle which people found so offensive was
not unique. Most sports lived equally immoral lives, just not as
publicly. Nor did they face as much scrutiny. People wanted to view
Jack Johnson as a representative of his race yet he was more of a
representative of the sports subculture than anything else. Had he
remained an obscure boxer, not many people would have noticed or
cared about his behavior. Instead, it was his rise to prominence
which turned him into a black menace threatening the status
quo.

The future black menace was born Arthur John Johnson on March
31, 1878 and grew up as "lil' Arthur" in the port city of
Galveston, Texas. His father was a janitor and a preacher who,
along with Jack's mother, did his best to infuse a bit of God's
word into their children. Nevertheless, Jack failed to take to
heart that sin should be resisted. While Jack always professed
belief in God, he was weak in the flesh.

Reports of his childhood are filled with contradiction and give
the appearance of a mythology that became exaggerated over time.
The greatest instigator of these stories was Jack himself.
According to the famous columnist and cartoonist TAD (Thomas
Aloysius Dorgan) "The newspaper boys used to sit around and listen
to him spin yarns after each workout." In his autobiography, the
reader gets a sense that the desire for a good story far outweighs
the need for historical accuracy, and he was a good story teller.
Thus, biographers' accounts of his early life are replete with
inconsistencies. Events reported in Jack's "autobiography" are
notoriously inaccurate and even first hand accounts of
conversations with Johnson may not remotely reflect the truth. So,
if only Cartesian logic is used to recount all the known
information about Jack's youth, his story would be shorter and more
prosaic than most biographers would like to admit.

Jack claims to have developed wanderlust at the age of 12.
Several versions exist of his itinerant ways, riding the rails or
stowing away on steamers to places across America. Some accounts
have him leaving Galveston at the age of 12 and not returning until
he was 17. His autobiography has Jack returning home from his first
adventure to Key West, New York and Boston, at the age of 13. In
any case, he was nearly 13 when he sought to escape his parents'
Christian discipline and see the world. Mostly Jack wanted to meet
Steve Brodie, the man who had survived a jump from the Brooklyn
bridge. (In reality, a dummy, dressed like him, took a dive into
the East River while he was hiding under a pier. Nonetheless, the
stunt worked, he became famous and his saloon became a great
tourist attraction.) So, in the middle of the night, he ran away,
hopping a freight train that he hoped would take him in the
direction of NY. Instead, he ended up being shunted around the rail
yard. After a week of trying to escape Galveston by rail and
getting nothing for his trouble but a few kicks from the security
guards, he stowed away on a boat that ended up in Key West. There
he became a sponge fisherman until he was attacked by a shark which
ranged in size from 6 to 23 feet in length - depending on who is
telling the story. Frightened but unscathed, Jack decided that this
career was not for him. Instead he stowed away on a ship heading
north. When discovered, he was forced to to peel potatoes for an
abusive cook in exchange for his passage. But he survived and made
it to New York City where he eventually tracked down and became
friends with Brodie at his saloon in the Bowery.

From NY, Jack traveled to Boston where he took a job working in
the stables for a wealthy racehorse owner. When a kick from a horse
sent Jack to hospital with a broken femur, that was the end of his
journey. He returned to Galveston after two weeks in the hospital.
At the age of 15 he quit school and went to work, progressing
through a series of jobs, the most important of which was working
with a painter named Walter Lewis (Wally) who also happened to be
an amateur boxer. It was Wally who spotted Jack's talent and
encouraged him to pursue boxing. When business was slow, Wally and
Jack would spar. This was Jack's first experience with the art of
gloved boxing.

Jack also engaged in many battles among the hard boiled
stevedores around the Galveston docks. His quickness served him
well there by allowing him to avoid not only fists, but sometimes
knives, shanks, or other improvised weapons. At 16, after
successfully taking on a couple of local tough guys, he started to
gain a reputation as a good fighter.

Aside from the docks, Jack trained at Herman Bernau's Sporting
Gymnasium. In exchange for janitorial work he had the opportunity
to use the punching bags and exercise equipment. Additionally, he
had the opportunity to purchase two pair of boxing gloves at cost.
These he carried with him into the neighborhood of loitering
ne'er-do-wells, whom he challenged to impromptu street boxing
matches. It didn't take long for the denizens of the sidewalk to
wise up.

One of Jack's more interesting and notable early bouts was when
he earned $54.1 by
surviving four rounds in the ring with a scoundrel named Bob
Tomlinson, an ex-prizefighter turned circus swindler who earned a
living by challenging men to four round boxing matches. If any man
managed to go the distance they would earn a five dollar prize.
This was a common form of entertainment at the time and usually an
easy way for a professional fighter to make a living. But Tomlinson
had an unfair advantage. Anyone who might actually stand a chance
of surviving would be maneuvered against a canvas curtain, behind
which Tomlinson's associate stood ready to conk the unsuspecting
victim on the head with a blackjack. Johnson defied the odds by
dancing away from the exasperated swindler. He was too quick for
Tomlinson, who could neither knock him out nor hold him near the
curtain. Still, Tomlinson got in his licks. Johnson said afterward,
"It was the hardest earned money of my life and it was two weeks
before I could venture forth and spend it, so great was the beating
Tomlinson gave me." Yet, in a quarter of an hour, Jack had earned
an amount that was equivalent to a week's pay from good job. Having
survived in the ring with a seasoned professional fighter, Jack
convinced himself that he could succeed in the sport of boxing.

Soon the Galveston Athletic Club took notice of the young
fighter and matched him in a boxing "exhibition" - prizefights
being illegal - against a man known as "the Galveston Giant." Jack
won the fight, earned a few dollars and perhaps, since Jack also
became known as "The Galveston Giant," appropriated the beaten
man's nickname. In that same year, Johnson also fought three battle
royals. Battle royals were viewed as great entertainment by white
men, especially for stag parties. The concept has carried over into
modern professional wrestling, the only difference being that in
the late 19th century the battle royal was an unscripted, genuine
brawl. It was supposed to be genuine anyway. The concept is a
simple one. In a humiliating and rueful scene, six black boys would
enter the ring and fight until only one was left standing, at which
time the white male spectators would reward the victor by throwing
spare change into the ring. To make things more interesting,
sometimes the boys would be blindfolded. These inhuman spectacles,
which served as instruments of subjugation and humiliation, could
not help but reinforce the black participants' negative views of
white men as sinister and arrogant. The boys, however, frequently
proved to be smarter than the patrons and saved themselves a
beating by predetermining the outcome of the battle royal and then
simply dividing the prize money equally. But, if a new boy was
thrown into the ring, they might just gang up on him. In one battle
royal, that's what happened to Jack - the difference being that
Jack was so good that he simply beat up the other boys and claimed
the prize money.

But Jack could not stay put, his itchy feet taking him again to
ride the rails. He roamed from town to town, dodging the "yard
dicks" who, at best, would give a hobo a kick and at worst, toss
him under the wheels of a moving train. Hungry much of the time, he
did what he could to feed himself, earning money from either
fighting or playing craps. He fought in a battle royal in
Springfield, Illinois and in the stockyards of Pittsburgh. And when
necessary he begged food to get by. He also learned about the
brutality of local law officials. He spent many nights in jail; the
law men of most towns did their best to dissuade return visits,
using a night or two behind bars along with threats of bodily harm
to keep the vagabonds away. Their tactics were effective. When a
marshal in Idaho told him that, if he saw him again, he would shoot
him in the head and place the gun in his hand, Jack decided it
would be best to not return there. Someone else who could vouch for
the brutality of local law men was future author Jack London, who
also spent his youth riding the rails and whose path would cross
Johnson's several times during their careers. London was clubbed on
the head during his travels, then became seriously ill and nearly
died after serving 30 days of hard labor in Buffalo for
vagrancy.4.2

In the spring of 1896, hungry and broke, Johnson ended up in
Boston where welterweight Joe Walcott ("The Barbados Demon") was
preparing to fight "Scaldy" Bill Quinn. Scaldy, who was white,
needed sparring partners and Jack figured, since Scaldy was
preparing to fight a black man that he might get hired on. What he
got instead was an earful of racial invective encouraging him to
never return. So, he tried the Walcott camp. The first person he
met was the motherly Mrs. Walcott who, detecting the boy's hunger,
welcomed him like he was her own son and served him a big plate of
pork chops. By the time the boy had finished gnawing the meat off
the bones, the "Demon" himself entered the kitchen to size the boy
up. Joe liked what he saw and brought the skinny kid on board.

Just like Jeffries' job sparring with Corbett, Jack's sparring
with Walcott provided him with invaluable experience. Walcott was
so impressed with Johnson that he predicted to reporters that the
kid from Galveston would be a world champ some day. No one paid
much attention then, but a few years down the road when Jack
started to make a name for himself, some reporters strained there
brains to remember where they had seen this kid before. It had been
in the Walcott camp.

By 1899, Jack had settled on prizefighting as his chosen
profession. He fought four times that year, including his first
good money match in Chicago which saw him KOed in the 5th by an
experienced professional known as "Klondike." In 1900, Jack picked
up the pace, fighting twelve times including twice more against the
same "Klondike." But by the third go around, a year and a half
after their first meeting, Johnson had improved enough to turn the
tables, knocking out the big Chicagoan in the 14th round.

However, the biggest battle in Texas during that last year of
the 19th century was with Mother Nature, specifically the deadliest
Hurricane ever to strike the United States. Galveston island, with
a high point only 8 feet above sea level, dangles off the coast of
Texas into the Gulf of Mexico. On the morning of September 6, 1900
the storm warning flags went up in Galveston Harbor but the nascent
National Weather Service failed to predict a hurricane, predicting
only a tropical storm. Having experienced tropical storms before,
many of Galveston's citizens felt no need to evacuate and the
National Weather Service gave no indication that evacuation would
be necessary. Residents went about their business, oblivious to the
monster bearing down on their city. Certainly, Jack Johnson and his
family shared this view. In his autobiography Jack reports that the
hurricane took him completely by surprise.

The rain and wind increased steadily as the storm approached and
by afternoon the tidal surge, pushing out from the edge of the
storm, had drown the town. By 4:30 in the afternoon the entire town
was under water which in some places was up to 20 feet deep. Winds
estimated at 100 to 120 mph ripped buildings apart, sending debris
flying in a deadly maelstrom. Approximately 7000 of Galveston's
37000 residents died, making the storm of 1900 the deadliest in U.S
history.

During the disaster, Johnson worked to save many lives,
including those of his parents and siblings, but lost his best
friend Ambrose. After the storm, decaying bodies littered the
streets, threatening the survivors with disease. Death gangs
consisting entirely of black men were recruited, frequently at the
point of a bayonet, to remove the bodies. The city first tried to
remove the corpses by loading them onto barges and dumping them at
sea, but this proved too slow and many of the bodies washed back to
shore. Instead, to expedite the cleanup, the corpses were burned in
giant funeral pyres. The black men of the death gangs worked
tirelessly for days stacking and burning corpses.4.3 There was no time to identify the
bodies.

Unfortunately, in the aftermath of the tragedy, tensions grew
and racist charges poisoned the air. Rumors circulated about blacks
and other foreigners (blacks were not considered to be Americans)
cutting or gnawing off the fingers and ears of the dead white women
to steal their jewelry. Unsubstantiated stories about savage blacks
and Mexicans spurred anti-black and anti-Mexican vigilantism.
Rather than pulling the community together, the tragedy pushed
blacks and whites further apart. For blacks growing up in the
south, life had never been easy. Now, the combination of the
storm's devastation and the race hatred it uncovered convinced Jack
that it would be wise to leave Galveston. With his boxing career
well under way, he could travel to other cities and make a living.
He would not completely abandon Galveston just yet, but he was on
his way to leaving the town behind for good. Years later, when he
purchased a house for his mother in Chicago, he would no longer
have a reason to return.










Chapter 5
Opposite Directions 1899-1902




 

"Enjoy the party but dance near the door"
-unknown

 

Capturing the heavyweight title made Jim Jeffries a celebrity,
the benefit of which was that people were now willing to pay to see
him perform. The fashion of the day was to go on tour, giving
boxing exhibitions, fighting in "take-on-all-comers" matches, or
playing a theatrical role in a play or variety show skit. The
soft-spoken Jeffries was not naturally inclined to public
entertainment. Nonetheless, after his victory over Fitzsimmons, he
began his reign with a tour of Europe, desiring to see England, the
land of his ancestors. In England, Scotland, Ireland and France,
Jeff gave sparring exhibitions and also took on an all-comers. The
usual format for taking on all-comers was to challenge volunteers
from the audience to survive four rounds with the champ. Cocky
local tough guys would step forward to be humbled by professional
fighters to the great amusement of the crowd.

Jeff returned to the United States, engaged in a few more
exhibitions, and then prepared to defend his newly won title. First
on the docket (Nov. 3, 1899, Coney Island) was a rematch with Tom
Sharkey. As mentioned earlier, this fight turned out to be a
classic. While Jeff emerged with a 25 round decision, it was a
brutal, action filled battle from start to finish. To make matters
worse, this was the first fight where indoor filming was attempted
and the heat from the dozens of floodlights stationed just a few
feet above the fighters heads, turned the ring into a furnace.
Regardless of the heat, Sharkey came to fight, constantly attacking
Jeffries like a relentless, unsinkable battleship. Jeff made him
pay for his aggression, unmercifully pounding the onrushing
"Sailor" with hard shots of his own. By the 17th round, when both
men were bloodied and beaten, Jeffries landed a crushing right to
the sailor's ribs. Hearing Sharkey's ribs crack, Jeff decided it
was time to finish him, but the sailor refused to go down. Several
times through the remaining rounds it seemed that the end was near,
that Sharkey was certainly, finally, finished. Yet he kept charging
and attacking. In the end, Jeffries won by decision while both men
earned the respect of boxing fans for their toughness and
valor.

Next came a bout with the venerable Jim Corbett. By this time,
Corbett's career tilted more toward the stage than to the ring; he
had blossomed into a truly capable actor rather than a mere fighter
in makeup. A theatrical production called "Round New York in Eighty
Minutes," in which he starred but which also included minor roles
for Jeffries and his brother, was winding down. In one of the
skits, Jim Jeffries and his brother Jack sparred while Corbett
acted as the referee. It was during the show's run that William
Brady, who produced and directed "Round New York in Eighty
Minutes," and who managed both Corbett and Jeffries, convinced,
with not much difficulty, the two fighters to fight each other.
They agreed to go 25 rounds, but not until the theater season
ended. However, an anti-boxing reform movement in the Empire State
threatened to interfere with the proposed match. Boxing had been
taking place in New York under the Horton Law since 1896, but its
repeal was imminent. The Horton Law was intended to legislate
brutality out of boxing but since it had failed to do so it was to
be repealed in lieu of a more restrictive measure. As soon as
Governor Theodore Roosevelt signed the new Lewis anti-boxing bill
into law, that would be the end of Horton as well as serious boxing
in New York State. Fortunately, the law was not signed until well
after the scheduled date of May 11.5.1 Some boxing historians allege that
Roosevelt delayed signing the bill so that the Jeffries - Corbett
fight could take place.

In the bout, Corbett demonstrated his championship form of old,
moving and striking Jeff at will. He frustrated Jeff for 15 rounds.
But Jeff's famed endurance and power began to show in the later
rounds, when Corbett began to run out of steam and Jeff began to
land those "ticket to poppy land" left jabs. Finally, a crushing
left hook sent Corbett down for good in the 23rd round.

This was to be Jeff's last title defense for well over a year.
It was time for some well earned rest and relaxation. Or maybe Jeff
had simply decided that he had earned enough money for William
Brady under his onerous two year deal; Brady would have to do
without 50% of the purse money for the duration of the contract. In
any case, Jeffries next title defense would be a rematch with Gus
Ruhlin in November of 1901. For the remainder of 1900 and most of
1901, Jeff relaxed at his home in California, at least when he
wasn't taking hunting and fishing trips deep into the western
wilderness. As 1901 dawned and Jeffries was enjoying his time away
from the ring, the still unknown Jack Johnson was about to test his
skills for the first time against an established contender.

By the end of 1900, Johnson had fought approximately 26 times,
22 of those times in Galveston, despite the fact that boxing was
prohibited in Texas. But like many other states, Texas ignored
numerous violations of the law, bouts between insignificant
ruffians or Negroes, that took place discreetly out of sight of the
public eye. Black versus black fights or battle royals did not
arouse much attention from the authorities. But if a bout attracted
significant public attention, the District Attorney might feel
obligated to enforce the state's laws.

Until now, Jack's biggest victory had been in his 3rd match
against Klondike5.2 on Dec.
28, of 1900. Now he was ready to step up to a higher level of
competition, so a bout was arranged at the Galveston Athletic Club
between Johnson and the formidable, 32 year old Joe Choynski on
February 25, 1901. While the promoter assured both fighters that
the authorities would not interfere with the match, the Attorney
General's office had a different agenda. In any case, the fight
lasted 3 rounds before Jack gained firsthand knowledge of what it
is like to be knocked unconscious. Choynski hit hard, as Jim
Jeffries could attest. Jeffries claimed that the hardest punch he
ever took was a straight right from "Chrysanthemum" Joe in their
1897 bout. Jeffries, however, took that shot and kept standing.
Johnson, on the other hand, took a left hook and was knocked out
cleanly. However, Jack had the disadvantage of being struck in the
temple whereas Choynski had nailed Jeffries flush on the face. The
temple is one of the body's weak spots to which a solid blow can
easily knock a man out. Jeffries may have been mauled by Choynski's
punch, but being hit in the face rarely knocks a man out,
especially one as big as Jeffries. In later years, Johnson, like
Jeffries, would assert that Choynski's punch was the hardest blow
with which he had ever been struck.

Attending the Johnson-Choynski fight were members of the Texas
Rangers, who, after enjoying the show, promptly drew their pistols,
arrested the participants, and escorted them to jail. As
distressing as these circumstances were at the time, they turned
out to be exceptionally beneficial for Jack. In jail, Choynski and
Johnson sparred everyday for the the entertainment of the inmates
and staff as well as for exercise, providing Johnson with nearly a
month of uninterrupted boxing instruction. It was Joe that taught
him how to move in the ring, instructing him how to use his speed
to escape damaging blows rather than stand and block punches.
Thanks in large part to Choynski's instruction, Jack went on to
become a great defensive fighter, the proof of this could be seen
in his face which remained unmarked to the end of his career in
1938. Despite Choynski knockout victory, he had recognized Jack's
talent and proclaimed, like Walcott, that "this boy is a coming
champion." And Jack received more recognition than he ever had
before merely by having the good fortune of sharing jail time with
Joe Choynski; Joe's fame rubbed off on him as they were
photographed side by side, behind bars, bearing contrived looks of
disgust.

After being released from jail, Jack hit the road. In Denver,
Tom Sharkey organized a poorly financed touring troupe of notable
fighters with the idea that they would give boxing demonstrations
and do the usual "take on all comers" routine. The shoestring
budget dwindled quickly, the troupe dispersed, and Jack headed for
California.

During the summer of '01, Jack was hired as a sparring partner
for middleweight Kid Carter at his training camp in Alameda. The
press turned out to watch Kid train for his upcoming bout with
George Gardner, but on their return ferry to San Francisco, all
they could talk about was Carter's impressive sparring partner.
These journalists knew that they had witnessed extraordinary
talent. The promoter of the Gardner - Carter fight and
self-proclaimed king of California boxing, "Sunny" Jim Coffroth,
was equally impressed and later in the year gave Johnson a chance
to fight Gardner, too. Kid Carter, meanwhile, was knocked out by
Gardner in 8 rounds.

In Bakersfield Jack met and partnered with his first manager, a
shady figure named Frank Carillo. With Carillo available to
schedule bouts and work out the details, Jack got busy, fighting 15
times from the time he moved to California until the end of 1902.
Most of his fights were against other black fighters but one white
man whom Johnson met was Jack Jeffries, brother of the champion. In
front of a large crowd, including brother Jim, at Hazard's Pavilion
in Los Angeles, Johnson knocked out the heavily favored Jeffries in
the 5th round with a vicious uppercut. One wonders what was going
on inside Jim Jeffries' mind as he watched brother Jack crash to
the canvas. Did Jim Jeffries foresee in this black newcomer a
future threat to his title? And if so, did this hasten his decision
to retire from the ring? Jeff was looking forward to abandoning the
fight game in exchange for a less brutal and cynical profession,
one with a slower pace and less pressure. He looked forward to a
quiet rustic life of farming, hunting and fishing. Should he retire
before Jack Johnson could cast his shadow over the heavyweight
division? Furthermore, did viewing his brother's destruction at the
hands of the powerful Negro help to formulate Jeffries' opinion
about the infamous color line. The rise of Johnson to prominence
would cause Jeffries, like champions before him, to assert his
prerogative to avoid black fighters on principle.

For the time being, Johnson had not achieved the stature or
recognition required to earn a shot at the white man's title but
his future looked promising and Jeffries would soon hear his
footsteps sneaking up behind him. Toward the end of the year the
foot steps got louder when Johnson got the chance promised to him
by Coffroth to fight George Gardner, the middleweight champion of
New England. Though Gardner was the betting favorite and a well
respected fighter, Johnson easily defeated him, winning a
clear-cut, twenty round decision. This victory brought Jack to
prominence in the boxing world. The black fighter from Galveston
had emerged as a serious threat to the reigning heavyweight
champion.

As 1902 came to a close, Johnson's career was picking up steam.
He had proved to the followers of boxing that he was a talented
fighter with plenty of upside. He was capable of defeating high
quality opponents and so far, no one on the west coast had been
able to present him with a serious challenge. His loss to Joe
Choynski was now ancient history. Jeffries, on the other hand, was
coasting toward retirement. The idea of retirement grew stronger as
Jack Johnson became more threatening. For the time being, Jack
could be avoided but it didn't look like this would remain the case
for long. The faster that Jeffries could get to retirement, the
better. Jeffries was heading toward the exit. Johnson hoped to
catch him before he got there.

 

 




	
Timeline Highlights 1899 -
1903

 


	[1899] November 3. Jeffries first title defense. He wins a 25
round decision versus Tom Sharkey in New York.

	[1900] May 11. Jeffries knocks out Jim Corbett in the 23rd of a
scheduled 25 rounds in New York.

	[1900] September 1. New York State repeals the 4 year old law
which had allowed prizefighting in the state.

	[1901] February 25. Johnson is knocked out by Joe Choyniski in
the 3rd round of a scheduled 20 round bout in Galveston, TX.
Choynski trains Jack Johnson during their subsequent time together
in jail.

	[1901] November 15. Jeffries knocks out Gus Rulin in the 5th of
20 scheduled rounds in San Francisco.

	[1902] May 16. Johnson knocks out Jim Jeffries' brother Jack in
the 5th round in Los Angeles.

	[1902] July 25. Jeffries knocks out Bob Fitzsimmons in the 8th
of 20 scheduled rounds in San Francisco.

	[1902] October 31. Johnson defeats respected middleweight
George Gardner in a 20 round decision in San Franciso.

	[1903] February 5, 1903. Johnson wins the "Colored Heavyweight
Championship" by defeating Denver Ed Martin in a 20 round decision
in Los Angeles.

	[1903] August 14. Jeffries knocks out Jim Corbett in the 10th
of a scheduled 20 rounds in San Francisco. This is Jeffries last
major title defense before retiring.









 





















Chapter 6
The Color Line




 

Negro, n The piece de resistance in the American
political problem. Representing him by the letter n, the
Republicans begin to build their equation thus: `let n = the white
man.' This, however, appears to give an unsatisfactory solution."-
Ambrose Bierce. The Devil's Dictionary. 1911

 

Jim Jeffries was not the first fighter to draw the color line.
Nor would he be the last. Preventing a black man from fighting for
the heavyweight title was a tradition established by John L.
Sullivan who refused to fight "The Black Prince," Peter Jackson,
one of the all time great black fighters. Before his bout with
Corbett, The Great John L, with flippant bravado, challenged any
fighter, except blacks, to battle for a winner take all purse of
$25,000 and a side bet of $10,000. But Sullivan had not always been
so explicit. Earlier in his career he claimed that he would fight
any man, with no prohibition, provided the stakes and side bets
were acceptable, though he never seriously contemplated fighting a
black man. But why no blacks? Why did he draw the so called color
line? Did fighters who drew the color line act on some sort of
higher principle or was this an excuse to avoid tough black
opponents? Was John L simply afraid of "The Black Prince?" It is
doubtful that the bombastic Sullivan was afraid of anyone, but like
most whites, he viewed blacks with the disdain reserved for an
"inferior" race. Black men were more then welcome to fight each
other or to fight white men who were not champions, but granting
them the opportunity to win the heavyweight championship of the
world, a title of immense honor and prestige, was too repulsive to
consider. Sullivan knew very well that someday he would lose the
title and when he did he wanted to be sure that it went to a white
man. Perhaps the explicit exclusion of blacks in his challenge
hinted at Sullivan's declining physical condition and foreshadowed
his upcoming loss to Corbett. The paradox here is that, unlike the
consensus opinion on the physical and mental inferiority of blacks,
John L. Sullivan knew the truth: that a black man was perfectly
capable of beating a white man. If white men were as physically
superior as was alleged, white champions would have little to fear
from black challengers. Yet, for the next two decades, while
journalists and thinkers would continue to spout the myths of white
superiority, the men who were actually in the ring knew better.

Of course, the imaginary color line did not just exist in
boxing, it existed in all of society. It was affirmed by the
Supreme Court in Plessy vs. Ferguson in 1896. By confirming the
legality of "separate but equal," the court re-enforced the
antiseptic barrier which was meant to keep blacks separate from
whites and safeguard the purity of white civilization from racial
pollution. The case of Plessy vs. Ferguson involved Homer Plessy, a
"black" railroad passenger who had challenged a Louisiana law which
required separation of the "races" on public transportation.
Without even going into the court's logic in upholding the
Louisiana law, consider the logic, or illogic, of defining a man
like Homer Plessy as "black" because he had a black great
grandfather and therefore possessed 1/8 "black blood." Would it not
be just as easy to define a person as "white" who has 1/8 "white
blood?" The logic only makes sense because there is an underlying
premise that white is a standard of purity, as if ethnicity were
paint. Nevertheless, this bizarre classification scheme is still
with us, accepted, by and large, uncritically. At the turn of the
20th century it was believed that mixing blood polluted the blood
of the "higher race." There was widespread fear and condemnation of
miscegenation. The scientific view at the time was that races had
evolved to various levels of perfection with the Germanic and
Anglo-Saxon races being at the top of the ladder and "Negroids"
being at the bottom, perhaps at a level halfway between
Anglo-Saxons and apes. Phrenology, the now discredited study of
skull shape and size, "confirmed" this view. Since genetics had not
yet become prominent but Darwin's theory of evolution had, educated
people were aware that they had evolved but had no idea how traits
were passed down from one generation to the next. Cultural
evolution conflated with physical evolution. This motivated the
absurd conclusion that "white blood" somehow contained the sum of
all the great developments in the history of western civilization
including such non-physiological concepts as democracy and
Christianity as well as the accumulated legacy of great men such as
Shakespeare and Caesar. Anglo-Saxons, due to their long unbroken
civilization, were more elevated than the black race, which had
just recently come out of the "jungle" and therefore carried with
it no traits of an elevated culture. With prejudice as his guide,
the white man sanctimoniously assigned to his own race noble
characteristics such as bravery, intelligence, industry and
morality, while ascribing to the Negro indolence, cowardice,
ignorance and immorality.

In a further bastardization of Darwin's theory, it was believed
that races were mortally locked in a "survival of the fittest"
struggle that was not only inevitable but beneficial to mankind.
The strongest race would survive while the weakest would perish.
Therefore, the black race must be subdued and subjected to the
governance of a superior civilization. Since Negroes had not yet
evolved far enough to be capable of self government, the white man
would assume his "white man's burden" and bring civilization to the
barbarians. This was the natural order and as long as members of
the respective races knew their place, there would be "racial
harmony." But, if a "Bad Nigger" or a "Uppity Nigger" were to
somehow prove his superiority, perhaps by defeating a white man in
a prizefight, there could be irreparable harm done to the fabric of
"racial harmony."

For this reason, there was opposition to interracial
prizefighting. Newspapers editorialized about the dangers and the
disruption that would occur if a black man beat a white man,
predicting violent reaction on the part of whites and insolence on
the part of blacks. A probably apocryphal story claims that a white
man protesting an interracial fight in New Orleans, ranted, "The
idea of niggers fighting white men. Why if the scoundrel would beat
the white boy, the niggers would never stop gloating over it, and
as it is we have enough trouble with them!" The salient detail
forgotten by the editorialists and other opponents of interracial
boxing is that fight fans did not just attend the fights, they bet
on them. Unlike today, where sports teams and sporting events, due
to eons of slick marketing, encompass all social classes and act as
a vehicle for civic pride and popular entertainment, at the turn of
the twentieth century sporting events, especially prizefights, were
mostly restricted to the lower classes. Decent people did not
attend prizefights. That was reserved for thugs and gamblers.

For prizefighting to exist without gambling was like playing
blackjack for no money, not really worth the effort. Those that
followed boxing and attended the bouts were called sports. The term
"sports" in this era refers to a class of people not to athletic
events. A sporting man was a gambler and a sporting woman was a
prostitute. A sport's only concern in a prizefight, baseball game
or horse race was their wager, which was usually heavy. A sport
would not support a baseball team, a horse, or a prizefighter for
any sentimental reason. Rather, these men acted strictly as
mercenaries on the lookout for financial gain. So, the true
evaluation of a fighter in an interracial fight could be deduced
from the wagering rather than a newspaper editorial.

For example, when the Joe Gans, a black man, fought "Battling
Nelson" for the lightweight title in Goldfield, Nevada, the odds
were 2-1 in favor of Gans. Since the odds reflected betting
sentiment, two thirds of the gamblers - or at least 2/3 of the
money - had bet on the black man. In which case, since he ended up
winning the bout, most attendees were actually happier than if he
had lost. The actual spectators tended to view the bout more
objectively than was alleged. Which goes to show that despite all
the hot air about "racial confrontation," the truth can be found in
the wager. As Damon Runyon said "the race is not always to the
swift nor the battle to the strong, but that's the way to bet."

Unfortunately, sports were not always the only people interested
in the outcome of a boxing match. Away from the ring and outside
the world of sporting men, a black victory in a major interracial
fight might be received adversely. Hatred of and prejudice toward
blacks, especially in the south, was normal behavior even for the
mainstream media. When Booker T. Washington had dinner with Teddy
Roosevelt at the White House in 1901, the southern press was
outraged. The dinner was held in the utmost secrecy because of its
explosive potential. Nevertheless, word leaked out when a reporter
stumbled across Booker's name on the White House guest list. To no
one's surprise, reaction to the meeting was overwhelmingly negative
and impassioned. The indignant Memphis Scimitar called "inviting a
nigger to dine… at the White House… the most damnable outrage ever
perpetuated by any citizen of the United States." In what was bad
news for Roosevelt, the Richmond Times sarcastically editorialized
that Booker's visit meant that "the President is willing that
Negroes shall mingle freely with whites in the social circle - that
white women may receive attentions from Negro men; it means that
there is no racial reason in his opinion why whites and blacks may
not marry and intermarry, why the Anglo-Saxon may not mix Negro
blood with his blood." Of course this was an exaggeration because,
in fact, Roosevelt was as strong a believer in the current race
theories as anyone. He thought that the importation of blacks into
the United States had been terrible for the country and that the
subjugation of inferior races was necessary both for their own
benefit as well as the benefit of Anglo-Saxons. The well educated
and extremely literate T.R. fit into the class of Americans who
used science to justify their prejudice. According to John S.
Haller Jr., in his book Outcasts from Civilization, "for many
educated Americans who shunned the stigma of racial prejudice,
science became an instrument which 'verified' the presumptive
inferiority of the Negro and rationalized the politics of
disfranchisement and segregation … ." In short, virtually
everyone believed that blacks were inferior, whether by attitudes
developed in their upbringing or by the results of shoddy
scientific research.

Perhaps the ease with which educated minds yielded to poorly
supported scientific theories and research was due in part to the
absence of a science curriculum in 19th century education. At the
turn of the century, children grew up and were educated with
virtually no instruction in hard sciences and certainly no exposure
to the scientific method. The upshot was that even educated men
like T.R. were poorly suited to critical thought about purported
scientific findings while limited research tended to merely confirm
already held racial biases on the part of researchers. So when the
wise men of the Supreme court affirmed the color line and the
"separate but equal" doctrine in Plessy vs. Ferguson, their
decision was at least partially a result of their inability to
challenge unsound scientific views.

However, compared to the rest of society, the color line in
boxing was relatively permeable. Black fighters fought for and held
lightweight and welterweight titles. At heavyweight, blacks and
whites fought occasionally but not for the title. Although John L.
Sullivan never fought a black man, the heavyweight champions who
followed him did. They either fought blacks before winning the
title or in exhibitions afterward. Training camps were also
frequently integrated. There was enough integration that it seemed
only a matter of time before a black man would get a shot at the
title. But, it wouldn't be easy. Circumstances would have to be
just right and the black man who finally got the chance would not
only have to be an exceptional fighter, he would also have to make
a lot of noise before the white press would listen. In 1903,
Johnson, with dominating performances against other black fighters,
would distinguish himself as a legitimate title contender and his
challenges to the champion would force Jeffries to retreat behind
the color line.

Jack started the year 1903 in a promotion billed as the "Colored
Heavyweight Championship of the World." This California invention
was the first appearance of such a title. "Denver" Ed Martin,
weighing in at 203 lb., was the recognized outstanding black
heavyweight on the west coast and the betting favorite. Johnson
weighed in at a gangly 180 lb. In front of 4000 fans in Los
Angeles, Johnson and Martin fought a "tactical" fight - aka boring
- for 10 rounds. Suddenly, in the 11th round, Jack smashed a right
to Martin's neck, sending him to the canvas. Martin regained his
feet but was sent to the canvas four more times that round. From
there on out, Johnson coasted to an easy 20 round decision.

Three weeks later, Jack defended his "colored title" against
seventeen year old Sam McVey. Sam would go on to be recognized as
one of the four great black heavyweights of the era.6.1Jack toyed
with McVey, never seriously hurting him, but otherwise dominating
the 20 round fight with an under appreciated display of boxing
skill.

He also separated on unfriendly terms with manager Carillo.
Carillo cryptically blamed "Mrs. Johnson." Although Jack had never
officially been married this was the second woman of his career
whom he had introduced as "Mrs. Johnson." Clara Kerr, aka Sadie,
was a sporting woman whom he had met in California. Their roller
coaster relationship ended, according to Jack, when Sadie robbed
him and ran off with a horse trainer.

Money was more likely the reason that Jack split with Carillo.
Justifiably or not, Jack never trusted managers, promoters or
anybody else with whom he did business, thinking that they would
take advantage of him and chisel him out of what he was owed. In
addition, he never felt especially obligated to honor his debts,
which undoubtedly did not sit well with Carillo.

After Sadie left him, the lovesick Johnson lost interest in
fighting and went east to find her, hoping in vain to win her back.
At least that is Johnson's version as recorded in his
autobiography. A less melodramatic reason for heading east was to
flee creditors and a vengeful Carillo. Whatever the reason, he and
his good friend, welterweight champ Joe Walcott headed to Boston.
The problem with the East was the restrictive environment. Most
good fighters had been driven away, leaving Jack with no one to
fight but a couple of out-of-shape and outclassed white men. After
just a few months in Boston and Philadelphia, Johnson returned to
California and promptly challenged Jim Jeffries to give him a shot
at the title. Jeffries responded, "When there are no white men left
to fight, I will quit the business… I am determined not to take a
chance of losing the championship to a Negro." It seems that Jeff
had developed the same distaste for Negroes as The Great John L. In
fairness to Jeffries, he was in a no win situation. The first
champion to lose the title to a black man would certainly be
subject to endless reproach.

If Jeffries really meant what he said, he should have already
been retired because he had run out of serious white challengers.
He had fought one title defense each year from 1901 to 1903, all of
them rematches. Despite his attachment to the outdoors and to the
peacefulness of life in rural southern California, the champion, at
some point, had to defend his title. The months had flown by since
his most recent defense against Corbett in May of 1900. In the
summer of 1901, the number of solid, white challengers was limited,
but a rematch with the Akron Giant, Gus Ruhlin - 6'2", 200lbs -
would draw some interest. This would be an opportunity to rectify a
minor blemish on Jeffries record. As a neophyte he had struggled to
a draw with Ruhlin. This time it was easier. In California's first
championship fight, Jeffries destroyed Ruhlin, who quit in the
fifth round, citing "foul fighting" after being thrown against the
ropes. The layoff hadn't dulled Jeff's skill. In fact, on this
night at Mechanics Pavilion in San Francisco looked like an
unbeatable monster.

With the downfall of prizefighting in New York, San Francisco
had become boxing's mecca. Theoretically, prizefighting was just as
illegal in California as it was in New York but no one seemed to
notice.

Jeffries next title defense, eight months later, was yet another
rematch, this time with the man he beat for the title in 1899, Bob
Fitzsimmons. The venerable Fitz, now 41, gave Big Jim more of a
battle than he had expected. Fitz's punches turned Jeffries' face a
bloody mess. He was bleeding from his nose and both eyes. Despite
the gore, it was just another opportunity for Jeff to demonstrate
his phenomenal endurance and his ability to take a punch. Jeffries
was never staggered, never close to going down and when it was his
turn to land, the behemoth ripped a sledgehammer to the liver,
folding Fitz in half and sending him, mouth agape, to the canvas.
After recovering, Fitz tossed his gloves from the ring and swore
that he was finished with boxing. (His retirement announcement
turned out to be a slightly premature. He went on to win the newly
recognized light heavyweight title in 1903 and continued fighting
until 1916 when he was 53 years old!)

Fitzsimmons may have had another motive for throwing his gloves
into the crowd besides a simple display of disgust at his
performance and a professed desire to quit the ring. Rumors
circulated that his gloves had been doctored so that they would
shred Jeffries face. Jeffries even asked Fitzsimmons about his
gloves, remarking that they had really cut him up. With shenanigans
like that, it's no wonder that Jeffries disliked boxing and was
looking forward to retirement. Doctored gloves or not, he had once
again proved his durability. Fitzsimmons said that he had hit
Jeffries so hard and so often that his shoulders were lame from so
much punching. This also led him to the conclusion that Jeffries
could not be hurt, or, as Fitz reported in his Cockney accent "e
cawn't be urt."

Before the start of the fight, Jim Corbett's brother Harry, had
reluctantly handed the referee a note, which when read aloud, made
public Jim Corbett's challenge to the winner. Harry Corbett,
concerned for his brother's welfare, could not understand why the
35 year old San Francisco native wanted another shot at the title,
but he dutifully passed on his brother's challenge. Jeffries would
answer his challenge and grant his request for a rematch but the
fight would have to wait until the next summer. Corbett probably
felt fairly comfortable that Jeffries, assuming he defeated
Fitzsimmons, would agree to the bout since there were no other
significant challengers left on the white side of the heavyweight
partition. For the time being, like other champions before him,
Jeff would once again take advantage of his celebrity status by
hitting the road in a traveling show. As soon as his face healed,
he was off with his new friend, Bob Fitzsimmons, in a "take on
all-comers" and exhibition boxing tour. In the time before radio,
this was a chance for fight fans and admirers to witness the recent
title combatants in live, if not fully realistic action. Although
Jeff shied from the spotlight, the exhibition matches were a good
way to make a living. After completing his winter tour, Jeff
commenced training for his rematch with Corbett.

In a meeting held in the back room of Harry's Corbett's betting
parlor in San Francisco, Jeffries and Corbett agreed to a match on
August 14th. Both fighters now had to switch gears from stage
entertainment to boxing training. This proved easier for Jeffries
than it did for Corbett who had been acting in theatrical
performances in San Francisco and Los Angeles that spring.
Completely withdrawing from acting proved difficult for the
seasoned thespian. When the public discovered that Corbett was
rehearsing for the role of Charles in Shakespeare's As You Like It, which was scheduled for performance
less than 2 weeks before the fight, the betting odds against him
skyrocketed. Perhaps bettors viewed the character Charles' loss and
injury in a Shakespearean wrestling match as foreshadowing the
outcome of the real life boxing match. More likely, bettors simply
wondered how a man in serious training could find the time to
rehearse for a demanding stage role so close to the fight date. The
nearly 37 year old fighter needed all the time in the gym he could
get if he planned to regain his fistic skills. Predictably, his
training was not successful and by the time fight day rolled
around, Corbett still had not managed to shake off the accumulated
rust.

In what was billed as "The Battle of the Best" at Mechanics
Pavilion, Corbett and Jeffries clashed in front of the largest
crowd to witness a fight in San Francisco history. This time,
Jeffries did not have the same trouble trying to catch and land
punches on the no longer elusive Corbett. Corbett had slowed since
their first match while Jeffries had become both quicker and
stronger. After sending him to the canvas with a left hook to the
midsection in the second round, which Corbett later said felt as
thought it broke all his ribs, Jeffries knew that his opponent was
beaten. But the proud former champion would not fade away quietly.
The outgunned Corbett fought bravely. Several times Jeffries sent
him to the canvas and several times the crowd sensed he was done,
and yet he fought on. Finally in the 10th, after absorbing vicious
punishment, he succumbed to a fighter who outweighed him by thirty
pounds. Corbett had fought his last fight. The father of modern
boxing was finished, overcome not just by age but by an image from
boxing's future - a skilled fighter that was not only fast, but far
bigger than any who had come before him.

During his short career, Jeffries developed an image of
invincibility. Physically, he was a giant. Heavyweights, until the
addition of the light heavyweight division in 1903, were those
fighters weighing over the middleweight limit of 158
pounds.6.2 Corbett
weighed 178 lbs. when he won the title from Sullivan. When
Fitzsimmons had beat Corbett for the title in Carson City,
Fitzsimmons weighed only 167lbs. So, when Jeffries appeared on the
scene with his athletic 6'2", 220 pound physique, he naturally had
the size and power to do a lot of damage.

Jim Jeffries was truly at the top of his game with no legitimate
white contenders remaining. He would fight just one more time,
knocking out Jack Munroe in 2 rounds in 1904 and then remain
inactive until officially retiring on May 13, 1905. From the dark
side of the planet came Jack Johnson's voice, issuing repeated
challenges to the uninterested and unmovable white champion. But
the color line would stand and the formidable Jack Johnson would
remain irrelevant. Like his predecessors, Jeff continued the
tradition of drawing the color line. Said Jeffries in 1904,
"Johnson… is a fair fighter… but the title will never go to a black
man if I can help it." What is strange about this statement is that
one would think that a great fighter like Jeffries would have
absolutely no problem defeating a fighter who was merely "fair." In
which case, even if Jeffries did meet Johnson, how likely was it
that he would lose and that the title would then "go to a black
man." Calling Johnson a "fair" fighter is an understatement that
can only be seen as a way to justify not facing him. How different
would Jeff appear if he had stated that Jack Johnson was an
excellent fighter but that he wouldn't face him because he was
black? Although that would have been acceptable, it would look, at
least to a few boxing aficionados, like what it really was, a
dodge. However, Jeff's reputation remained unscathed. There was not
much demand for this fight and the consensus opinion was that Jeff
truly had beaten everybody that mattered and would beat Johnson if
they met. Popular and scientific opinion of the era stated
conclusively that Negroes, both physically and intellectually, were
inferior to Anglo-Saxons. So, certainly, the mighty Jeffries, a
paragon of his race, was not likely to lose to a Negro.

While Jack Johnson struggled against entrenched racial bias
merely to gain respect as fighter, Jeffries was deified.
Eventually, history would confirm Johnson's greatness, but in 1905,
this was a judgment reserved to boxing experts. There would be no
upswell of support for Johnson. Just like there had been no chance
that Johnson would get a shot at Jeffries before he retired, there
also was no chance that he or any other black fighter would be
considered as a contender for the vacant title. According to
Jeffries, there were no worthy contenders. Later in his life he
would recount (disingenuously?),"I was twenty-nine years old, in
fine physical condition and anxious to fight when I realized how
Alexander (the Great) felt when he sighed for more worlds to
conquer."

On Monday July 3, 1905, Marvin Hart and Jack Root, two good
fighters, faced off in Reno for the title Jim Jeffries had vacated.
It was the highlight of the five day Reno Carnival, a Northern
Nevada celebration of United States Independence. Although the city
of Reno and promoters Al Livingston of Carson City, "Nevada's
Premier Fight Promoter," and Joe P. "Kid" Eagan of Reno, had
no doubt that this was a title fight, skeptics across the country
were not convinced. The winner would become an interim or
provisional champion trying to fill the void left by the retirement
the greatest heavyweight fighter up to that time. There were no
sanctioning bodies and no rankings to determine the proper
contenders. The title belonged to "the man who beat the man… ."
That is, the title is held until it is lost in battle. This is
boxing's championship lineage. But if a reigning champion retires
before being beaten in the ring, controversy ensues as to his
proper successor. Absent a lineage and no clear succession
protocol, the title would belong to the fighter who gained
widespread recognition based on his performance. Essentially the
champion would be the man recognized as such by an informal
consensus of the sporting press. Jeffries had been a unanimous and
clearly recognized champion. The same could not be said about the
winner of this "championship" bout.

In reality, calling this bout between Hart and Root a title
match was a promotional stunt. The promoters had skillfully
obtained Jeffries' implicit sanction but even his elevated stature
would not inspire universal recognition of the winner as the
champion.

A similar scenario had taken place when James J. Corbett retired
temporarily in 1895. At that time, Corbett resolved to yield his
throne only to another Irishman. The winner of the Peter Maher -
Steve O'Donnell fight would be crowned champion by Corbett, who had
determined that this was his prerogative. Not surprisingly, when
Maher knocked out O'Donnell in the first round not many agreed that
he was the champ. And when Bob Fitzsimmons subsequently knocked
Maher out in his first "title defense", he was not universally
recognized as the champ either, although he might have been in
time. Fortunately, harmony was quickly restored to the boxing world
when Corbett changed his mind and returned to the ring.

Jeffries may have been following the precedent set by Corbett by
selecting the two best contenders, in his opinion, to fight for his
crown, but unlike Corbett, he had no intention of ever returning to
the ring. This time, the title would definitely be passing, but not
necessarily to the winner of this so-called championship fight.

There had been just three legendary champions - Corbett,
Fitzsimmons, and Jeffries - since Corbett had knocked out Sullivan.
In the twilight of these early greats, Hart and Root would slug it
out for their turn in the sun. Jim Jeffries was also in the ring
that day, not as a fighter but as a referee. The promoters had seen
fit to pay him a well-spent $10006.3 to referee the fight. In a display of
popularity not demonstrated for either of the actual combatants,
Renoites turned out in a cheering throng to welcome the retiring
champion on his arrival at the Southern Pacific station on July 1.
Two days later he would raise the hand of the victor, thereby
symbolically passing on his title which no fighter had been able to
take from him.

Why was Jim Jeffries so popular? Not only had he never been
defeated, he had never been knocked down. He had cleaned out the
heavyweight division. In title bouts, he had defeated both Corbett
and Fitzsimmons twice. He was recognized in his own era as one of
the greatest fighters of all time. Further, he fought in an era
when boxing was dominated by the Irish who were viewed with all the
negative bias which is typically assigned to an immigrant
underclass. Irishmen were certainly not of the same character and
class as Anglo-Saxons. And they were Roman Catholics, which did go
over well in protestant America. Jeffries' WASPishness had a
natural appeal to the public just as "great white hopes" appealed
to the public in the 1970's.

Despite his popularity, his alleged preference for only Hart or
Root as his successor provoked critical responses from the press
and other fighters including Bob Fitzsimmons. Fitzsimmons felt
possession should revert to him, since he had held it most
recently, or a least go to the winner of a bout between him and Jim
Corbett. Other white fighters such as "Philadelphia" Jack O'Brien,
Tommy Burns, and Gus Ruhlin also felt snubbed. Regardless, the
winner of the Hart - Root fight could tenuously claim the title but
it would take some time to cull a "legitimate" champion.










Chapter 7
Tex




 

"When I was young, I thought that money was the most
important thing in life; now that I am old, I know that it is."
-Oscar Wilde

 

When Jeffries retired, the heavyweight division lost its luster.
The remaining lukewarm gaggle of white heavyweights inspired little
excitement amongst fight fans. The most popular fighter was a
lightweight named Battling Nelson (given name Oscar) who kept
winning despite having little obvious talent. He wasn't fast or
especially skilled and yet he beat opponents by wearing them down
and assaulting them with every possible foul that he could get away
with. When he was examined by a physician at the request of a New
York sports writer, it was determined that the salient features
that made Nelson a success were an extremely slow heartbeat and an
inordinately thick skull. Nelson's strategy for winning fights was
to let opponents punch themselves into exhaustion on his head. He
had recently won the vacated lightweight championship which had
been surrendered by a fabulous black fighter named Joe Gans. But
Gans wanted his title back. The west coast's most powerful
promoter, "Sunny" Jim Coffroth, was anxious to bring Nelson and
Gans together in San Francisco. To that end, he sent an agent to
find Nelson in Utah and to sign him to a fight contract. Confident
of success, Coffroth was stunned to learn from the newspapers that
Nelson had a agreed to fight Gans in Goldfield, Nevada for a purse
of $30,000. Alongside the news story was a photo of $30,000 of
racked gold coins on display in the window of the John S. Cook Bank
and tales about a gambler named Tex Rickard who was behind the
venture. Never before had anyone come close to offering a $30,000
purse for a prizefight, let alone for a lightweight fight which was
to take place in an obscure Nevada town for a promoter no one had
heard of. By way of comparison, the Hart - Root heavyweight
championship bout of the prior year had a purse of only $5000. In
fact, Tex Rickard's original offer to Nelson of $20,000 would have
been the largest purse in history had Battling Nelson's manager
Billy Nolan not demanded more. But Nolan was a shrewd bargainer and
Goldfield was flush with money. When Nolan's telegram was received,
Rickard did not bicker, but hastily organized a group of
businessmen to raise the money. They raised $52,000 almost
immediately - $10,000 coming from Rickard. Coffroth was infuriated
to be upstaged by a no-name promoter from a no-name Nevada town,
but the newspapers were intrigued. Who was Tex Rickard and where
the hell was Goldfield?

Goldfield, which called itself "The Greatest Mining Camp Ever
Known" started inauspiciously with the discovery of gold in 1902.
The ore was not especially rich and prospectors were soon off to
greener pastures. It appeared that Goldfield was on its way to
early oblivion. Its mining stocks were nearly worthless when the
bonanza strike of 1906 rocked the mining world. Normally the gold
contained in ore is not visible to the naked eye and the ore itself
would pose little attraction to a would be thief. But the ore
discovered at two of Goldfield's mines was so rich that gold was
clearly visible in the rock and the mining companies were required
to take the unusual step of placing armed guards on the freight
trains heading from Goldfield to the smelters in San Francisco.

The discovery of such rich ore triggered a stampede that made
Goldfield Nevada's largest City with an estimated population of
18,000. The town was awash in gold and all that came with it -
gambling, saloons, brothels, banks, and two stock exchanges which
traded 370 mining stocks. So much gold was coming out of the desert
around Goldfield that there was concern that the world market would
be glutted and gold based currency would be devalued.

It would seem that such a boom town was in no need of promotion
but the local business men, especially the stock brokers, felt
otherwise. There were more ways to make money in a boom town then
by mining gold. The market for mining stocks and mining claims
required investors. The news of the bonanza strikes provided a
ready made marketing pitch for the sale of other mines which were
not currently as successful but held the promise of an equally rich
future. So, in and effort to stimulate business and sell mining
stocks, Goldfield's leading citizens organized with the intent of
staging some sort of promotional event. Tex Rickard, who was the
leading partner in The Northern saloon and gambling hall, suggested
a prizefight. Agreement was reached and The Goldfield Athletic Club
was founded with the intent of staging boxing matches. Originally,
Tex was named the treasurer, but as the idea progressed the group
was reformed to include those who actually contributed the money.
Since Tex was the largest contributor and chief organizer, he was
named president. With his name and picture suddenly popping up
everywhere, the world wanted to know more about the suddenly
prominent boxing promoter.

Tex was born George Lewis Rickard in 1871 in a lawless part of
Missouri. His mother told of bullets flying overhead as she gave
birth to Tex while a shootout was taking place nearby between
federal marshals and members of the James Gang. This sort of thing
could be expected when your neighbors are the parents of Frank and
Jesse James. Since the ever present threat of violence made the
neighborhood a poor place to raise children, the Rickards packed
their bags and headed to Texas, eventually settling in a small town
near the Indian Territory.

When Tex's father died in 1882, the 11 year old George Lewis
Rickard, then known as "Dink," became the "man" of the family. And
as the "man of the family," "Dink" decided, against his mother's
wishes, to go to work. He badgered a wealthy rancher in the nearby
town of Henrietta into hiring him as a ranch hand where he would be
paid a full man's wage of $10 a month. From doing chores around the
ranch, George progressed to various jobs on the cattle drives until
finally, when he was old enough, he became a full fledged trail
driver. Cowboys were a tough lot. They had to be. Their days were
long, there were few comforts, and they worked under the constant
threat of stampeding cattle. When night came on the trail and the
cowboys unwound their bed roles around the campfire, Tex would curl
up, fall asleep and dream that he was surrounded by gold. This
recurring dream of riches would inspire him all his life. Clearly,
Tex's greed and ambition could never be satisfied as a cowboy.

When the cattle drives ended and the cowboys were paid, the
loneliness and tedium of the trail gave way to gambling, whoring,
dancing and drinking. Many cowboys spent their entire pay in one
brilliant night of debauchery in cow towns like Dodge City. This is
the culture that molded Tex from adolescence to adulthood. He
always felt comfortable in this environment. Cowboys were his kind
of men and saloons were his kind of places.

Tex liked gambling as much as anyone else, but he was more
entrepreneurial than the average cowboy. He had plans for the money
he won. His first business venture was made possible by the money
he won in a crap game in Wichita Falls. He used $100 in winnings to
purchase a Merry-Go-Round and then spent the summer selling rides
to screaming children. But after three months of dealing with
children and their parents, he decided that he would prefer dealing
with ornery cattle.

He soon had cause to rethink this view when he was gored by one
of those ornery Longhorns and thrown from his horse. He was saved
from being trampled by another cowboy who lassoed him and dragged
him away from the herd. This close call inspired an immediate
career change. His mother insisted that he give up cowboy life and
he wisely agreed. Since he was a respected man with a reputation of
fairness, he was encouraged to run for Marshall, a post to which he
was overwhelmingly elected in 1894. That same year he married. His
destiny seemed to be that of a family man, a pillar of the
community, stable, important, and admired, until events broke loose
these conservative moorings. Early in 1895, his wife Leona gave
birth to a boy, but the sickly child passed away only one week
later. A month after that, Leona followed her child to the grave.
Rickard was devastated and life in Henrietta had suddenly become
too painful.

He was looking for a reason to flee when a letter arrived which
ignited his imagination. It came from an old friend who had
ventured to the Alaska territory to find gold. Tex must have
wondered if a cowboy's dreams of riches might be fulfilled in this
distant, unfamiliar place. Was Alaska where he would make his
fortune? Gold seeking in the northern wilderness seemed like just
the type of adventure he was looking for. After raising some stake
money, Tex and his friend Will Slack headed north.

By November of 1895, they had arrived in Juneau where they holed
up for the winter before proceeding to Circle City, Alaska in the
Spring. It was on the boat to Juneau that an acquaintance first
tagged him with the nickname "Tex." Not creative, but the name
stuck. In April, a short trip on a dirty tug boat commenced the
1000 mile journey to Circle City. The two men packed nearly two
tons of supplies and a sled each. But no dogs. Gold seekers pulled
their own sleds. They disembarked in the town of Dyea where the
daunting land journey along the Chilkoot trail and over the
infamous Chilkoot Pass began. Upon reaching the Chilkoot Pass, a
prospector would take as many as 50 trips lasting about 6 hours
each in order to transport all his supplies from one side to the
other. A menacing 35 degree slope, resembling a giant, demonic
sliding board, topped the icy 4 mile summit trail. The dread of
climbing the Chilkoot Pass proved to be the last straw for Tex's
disillusioned friend, Will Slack, who could endure no more misery.
Slack turned around and headed home. But Tex was made of sterner
stuff and his dream of fortune remained strong.

By the time Rickard finally dragged himself into Circle City
that summer, he was completely broke, so he took a job in
ramshackle gambling saloon dealing faro, craps and tending bar but
with a plan in mind to earn enough from this job to cover his
grubstake. His employer, Sam Bonnifield, tried to dissuade Tex from
the grueling life of a prospector. He tried to convince him that he
had good, deft hands that could be put to better use dealing cards.
Bonnifield had enough confidence in Tex that when he expanded to a
bigger and fancier saloon, he left Rickard in charge of the old
shack. While Tex was an upstanding man, he was inexperienced in
gambling management. He had not yet comprehended the hold
percentages and more importantly, he had not yet learned how to
spot hustlers. After just two weeks in charge, he lost the shack
and went back to work dealing cards for Bonnifield in his new
Saloon. That's where Tex stayed until Circle City began to
collapse.

When the dog sled carrying the mail arrived in January, it
brought with it news of a massive gold strike on the Klondike
river. Like bears to honey, the miners abandoned Circle City and
headed for Dawson in Canada's Yukon Territory. Although the slow
traveling news would not reach the States until summer, the
Klondike Gold Rush was under way. The price of cabins in Circle
City fell almost instantly from $500 to $25 while the price of sled
dogs moved in the opposite direction, from $25 to $500. Tex found a
new partner, abandoned Circle City and journeyed 300 miles down the
frozen Yukon river to Dawson. Although they arrived there
relatively early - long before word had reached Seattle to trigger
the Klondike Stampede - claims were already scarce. Nothing was
left along the Klondike River itself, but Tex did manage to stake a
claim along one of its tributary streams. After 4 months of
grueling work, Tex had seen enough to understand what Bonnifield
had tried to tell him, that mining was indeed a miserable task
worth avoiding if possible. So when Tex was offered $60,000 for his
share of the claim, he jumped at the chance to get out. $60,000 was
more than enough to purchase a big ranch back in Henrietta. So that
is exactly where Tex headed. He made it as far as Circle City
before he ran into Tom Turner, an acquaintance from Juneau who
convinced him to turn around. Tom knew that Dawson was set to
explode and he convinced Tex that a lot of money could be made
there if he invested his $60,000 in a gambling saloon. Henrietta
would have to wait. The two men returned to Dawson and within a few
days their saloon, "The Northern," was open for business with
gambling tables in place and liquor flowing. As stampeders poured
into Dawson, business boomed. In only four months, the partners
were already up $155,000.

Money was pouring in. What could go wrong? Unfortunately, the
downside to owning a gambling parlor is that sometimes the gamblers
win. And if the owners of the saloon are gamblers too, like
Rickard, then there is always the chance of gambling away the
entire establishment, which is exactly what happened when four
lucky gamblers, playing faro and roulette, kept on winning until
the saloon was theirs.

Faro was an enormously popular card game at the turn of the
century. It was one of the best games a gambler could play since
the hold percentage, the mathematical house edge, in a straight
game, is very low, even zero if played strategically. Over time the
game has disappeared and it stands little chance of making a
comeback since modern casinos have no interest in adding a low hold
table game to their repertoire. To overcome the low hold, many
saloons had crooked games, but Tex was known as an honest gambler
who always ran his games on the level. On this particular night,
after the bank had been broken, all that remained for Tex to wager
was ownership of the Northern, which rode on one final hand of
faro. In faro, you simply pick a card and wager that the card you
have selected will come first or second in a 2 card series. The
gambler "coppered" the queen, that is, he wagered that when the
queen was dealt, it would fall first. Tex dealt, two cards at a
time, until a queen appeared. It appeared first. The gambler won
and Tex lost the Northern. He was back where he started.

For the second time Tex had gambled away a saloon and for the
third time he was flat broke and forced to return to the ranks of
the wage earners, dealing faro, roulette and tending bar at another
Dawson City Saloon, the Monte Carlo. When word arrived of a gold
strike in Rampart in the Alaska Territory, Tex and his tiny
bankroll were itching to take another shot at the saloon business.
After lining up financial backing, he headed for Rampart where he
quickly constructed a crude saloon. Working at the Monte Carlo,
where boxing was a regular attraction, had taught Tex the
promotional value of prizefighting, so for opening day a boxing
match was staged to bring in the customers. He announced the fight
and the grand opening of his saloon by scrawling on a crude hand
made sign, "Grand Opening, featuring a grand ball and a
prizefight."

The miners, who were always starved for entertainment, showed up
in droves. One of them was future novelist Rex Beach, whose tales
from the Yukon would propel him to literary fame. Rex became just
one of many lifelong friends from the north who went on to become
enormously successful later in life. His and Rickard's paths would
cross numerous times. Tex's adventures would provide raw material
for Rex's syndicated newspaper columns while Beach would give Tex
the publicity he needed to promote whatever venture he was engaged
in at the time. But that was to come later. In Rampart, Tex's new
saloon was just getting off the ground.

The boxing match worked as planned. Miners packed the tiny,
ramshackle building, leaving no room for tables and chairs. There
was also no room for a proper ring so the fighters fought within a
circle formed by the crowd. When the fighters stumbled into the
motley human wall, the miners shoved them back into the center of
the circle. The brawl turned out to be a raucous good time, making
the saloon's grand opening an overwhelming success. Unfortunately,
Rampart was a bust. It never was much of a boom, more of a boomlet,
and the town died almost before it got started. Tex spent the rest
of the winter the way most miners spent it, bored out of his mind
in a cold, dark and filthy one room cabin with a dirt floor and two
roommates whom he only saw when a candle was lit for dinner.

With the spring thaw came news of yet another hot gold strike,
this time in Nome. But Tex was in the red; he had outstanding debt
and no cash for the trip to the new boom town. To raise money, he
sold firewood to the increasing number of steamship captains who
now regularly guided their crafts down the Yukon River. With his
debts paid and $35 in his pocket, Tex journeyed by steamer across
the width of Alaska to its western fringe on the Behring Sea.
During the voyage Tex met an old customer from Dawson named Jim
White. Although White was also short on cash, he owned a large
tent, a valuable asset which was critical for getting back into the
saloon business. In addition to the tent, all they would need is
lumber for the floor and whiskey. Their luck was good. They made it
to Nome early enough to secure a prime, downtown location and, more
importantly, before anyone had realized that there was gold to be
found directly on the beach in Nome itself. Within five days the
saloon was open for business. Tex and White borrowed both the
lumber and the whiskey they needed and had brought in a cigar
salesman by the name of George Murphy as a third partner. On the
first day of operation they grossed $935. Ten days later, White
sold out his share to the other two for $10,000. Within a year
40,000 people had arrived in Nome and Tex and George's tiny tent
establishment had grown into the new Northern Saloon, the biggest
bar and gambling hall in town. The saloon bustled 24 hours a day
with men and women from all walks of life gambling and
drinking.

Once again it appeared that Tex was on the road to riches, but
money had a way of slipping through his fingers. For a man who was
so obsessed about getting rich, he was not miserly in the least.
His philosophy was that money existed to be spent and to be
gambled. During his time in Nome he would take in over a half a
million dollars. Yet when he decided in 1902 that it was finally
time to escape the cold and buy that elusive ranch in Henrietta, he
had only $15,000 remaining. He had squandered his money on poor
investments in unproductive mining claims, grubstaking unsuccessful
prospectors and on the same casino games that earned him his
living. His reputation was that of a great gambler, but that's not
because he had any better chance or did any better when it came to
beating the odds in casino games. Tex was a great gambler because
he was fearless; he was willing to risk everything he owned for a
chance at greatness. Four times during his northern adventure he
had invested all he had and ended up broke. He didn't expect to get
rich at cards or dice where the percentages ate away his bankroll
as surely as everybody else's. He took his shot at getting rich in
business ventures that didn't always work out. But he was not
afraid to take that chance. He had piddled away the money that was
rolling in from the Northern, but this time he would walk away with
something. To his remaining $15,000 he added $50,000 by selling his
share of the Northern to his partner, George Murphy. Once again he
had more than enough money to finally buy that ranch he thought he
wanted. This time when he left Alaska, no one convinced him to turn
around just a few miles down the road and there was no hot news
about recent gold strikes to stir his imagination on the steamer
ride to Seattle. He was definitely on his way, but he was still a
long way from Texas.

Before moving on to Henrietta, he planned to spend some time
with his mother who had remarried and moved to Seattle with her
husband. But during his stay in Seattle, greed got the better of
him. Another venture jumped in the way of his return to Texas.
While in a saloon, he heard about a jailed convict named Hal
Kippersmith who reportedly owned a claim to a million dollar
diamond mine in South Africa. Tex fell for this story hook, line,
and sinker. Together with saloon owner Joe Sutherland they posted
Kippersmith's $50,000 bond so that Tex might escort him half way
around the world to visit his diamond mine. After a few weeks in
Johannesburg waiting and listening to Kippersmith's excuses, Tex at
last was convinced that he had been conned. But rather than being
angry, Tex conned Kippersmith right back, somehow convincing him
that he should come back to the United States and that once in the
U.S. he would let him escape. But when the ship steamed into NY
harbor, the police were waiting. The con man Kippersmith had been
out conned. Tex may have spent 6 months chasing a lie but at least
he managed to save the $50,000 in bail money. To Tex it had been
just another adventure and the money he wasted didn't upset him. He
had gambled on Kippersmith's story and he had lost. That is all.
"Easy come, easy go" never described any person's attitude about
money more than it did Tex's.

Tex escorted Kippersmith back to the prison at Walla Walla and
then traveled to San Francisco as a tourist with the idea that he
might catch a glimpse of his idol Jim Corbett. Like a kid, he
milled around the hotels trying to catch a glimpse of the
ex-champion. Instead of Corbett, he ran into Mrs. Flora Myers, an
acquaintance from Nome. Tex and Flora Myers had first met when her
beautiful 18 year old daughter, Edith Mae was performing with a
theatrical troupe at Nome's Standard Theater. Edith impressed Tex
enough that he hired her to play the piano in the Northern. Meeting
Flora again in San Francisco was a pleasant surprise. She insisted
that Tex join her and Edith Mae at her home for dinner that night.
Tex was so enamored with Edith Mae that he began a courtship which
lasted only a week before he proposed marriage. Two weeks after
proposing, they were married in Sacramento.

Edith Mae liked the idea of buying a ranch in Texas but also
demonstrated her devotion by stating that anywhere Tex wanted to go
was okay with her. The ranch was proving to be a chimera anyway.
Instead of a ranch in Texas, Rickard would stick to the saloon
business, trying to open a bar in Seattle's gangster controlled red
light district. When he refused to pay protection money the local
police made sure that he didn't get any business which forced Tex
to sell out for pennies on the dollar. Once more in need of money,
he headed back to Nome, this time with his wife and Bessie, their
adopted baby girl, in tow. In exchange for being the Northern's
front man, George Murphy generously agreed to bring him back into
the partnership. There Tex would remain, managing the games and the
bar until the fall of 1904. The time spent in Nome caused Edith Mae
to reevaluate the pledge she had made in California to follow Tex
anywhere. She couldn't stand the cold so Tex sold out again. He,
Edith Mae, and Bessie left Nome for good and moved in temporarily
with Edith Mae's mother in San Francisco.

By this time Rickard wasn't the same man that had left Texas
nine years earlier. Despite his claims to the contrary, he was
finding it difficult to return to the cowboy life. He was hooked on
boomtown life and the never ending quest for the next big strike.
Now, word of a new boomtown, Goldfield, caught his attention and he
could not resist the siren song from Nevada desert. He told Edith
Mae that it was his last chance to be rich. Along with his new
partner, Kid Highley, Tex opened the Goldfield version of the
Northern Saloon at the absolute center of town on Feb. 15, 1905.
Like Nome, he had arrived early enough to get established before
the bonanza discoveries of 1906. Goldfield seemed to be filled with
an infinite supply of saloons, but at an intersection in the heart
of a town stood the most conspicuous "four corner saloons," of
which the Northern was the most prominent. Its 60 foot bar and 14
gambling tables operated 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, which meant
that money was once again pouring in.

On the sidewalks and in the saloons people stood elbow to elbow
and housing was nearly impossible to find. But Goldfield's leading
citizens still felt the need to "put Goldfield on the map." It
wasn't that they wanted more people to move to Goldfield, they just
wanted them to send their money, especially succulent eastern
money. With the boom at full strength, the time was ripe for
promoting mining stocks, especially those that would otherwise
remain worthless without some added hype and some hoodwinked
investors willing to believe it. Unregulated financial speculation
did more to rid people of their hard earned savings then gambling
ever did. In mining camps, the pestilence of conniving stock
brokers grew in direct proportion to the size of the boom, thus
giving Goldfield more than its share of financial leeches. The
Sullivan Trust Company, a brokerage house which was founded by two
scoundrels named George Graham Rice, a convicted felon and author
of the book My Adventures with Your Money
and "Shanghai" Larry Sullivan, would benefit enormously from
interest in Goldfield mining stocks which would follow on the
coattails of nationwide interest in the Gans - Nelson championship
bout. Alongside the stories of the fight and the fighters,
newspapers across the country ran stories about the great bonanzas
and vast wealth of Goldfield which played right into the hands of
the brokers. It was sweet music to a broker's ear. And, so that the
town might continue being promoted long after the fight was over,
the film contract with the Miles Brothers in San Francisco
stipulated that scenes of Goldfield and the mines be included.

Before the Goldfield boom was over, $200,000,000 would be
invested in mining stocks, of which $150,000,000 went to worthless
mines and worthless companies pushed by men like George Graham
Rice. The boxing match which was ballyhooed by Rickard as "The
Fight of the Century" - not to be confused with other "Fights of
the Century" - certainly did its part to boost the flow of capital
into Goldfield and proved that Rickard and Rice were men who knew
how to promote. Their greatest publicity stunt, and the one that
played on a man's greed the most, was the ingenious placement of
$30,000 in $20 gold coins on display in the John S. Cook bank.
Publicity photos of the stacks of freshly minted, shining gold
coins popped up in newspapers everywhere. No one had ever done
anything so bold to promote a prizefight. When Coffroth, the jilted
boxing promoter, saw the photo in the San Francisco newspaper, he
was so incredulous that he sent one of his assistants to Goldfield
to investigate, hoping that he could blow the cover off of
Rickard's phony stunt. To his surprise the gold was real and it was
still there in the bank window.

The press was smitten with Tex at first sight. They found the
quiet, unassuming man especially charming. He had a style that
could not be more opposite to that of someone like the bombastic
modern promoter, Don King. He could always spare a few minutes to
talk, whether for a newspaper man, a customer or anyone else for
that matter. And he was a listener more than a talker, leaving
people convinced that he cared about them, which usually he really
did. Sports cartoonist Rube Goldberg, then of the San Francisco
Chronicle, met Rickard in Goldfield and described his way of
dealing with the press. "Every once in a while, Tex would call one
of us to one side and hand him a twenty-dollar gold piece. Somehow,
crude, uneducated guy though he was, he managed to do this
graciously. You had the impression that it was you who were doing
him the favor by accepting the money. It was always a token of
friendship, never a bribe. Incidentally, in 1906 it was considered
perfectly all right for newspapermen to accept money from people
like sports promoters." For a $20 gold piece, it must have been
especially easy to find Tex charming and to print the stories that
he wanted!

As far as the actual fight went, it was a classic battle and the
citizens of Goldfield showed none of the racial animosity so feared
by opponents of interracial fights. Goldfield not only displayed
fairness, but cheered for and wagered overwhelming for the black
man. During his month long stay, Joe Gans ingratiated himself to
the fans who viewed him as a valiant and humble warrior, while the
constant pushing and complaining by Nelson's manager, Billy Nolan
rankled the residents' sensibilities. After 42 rounds, Gans had the
edge and had managed to survive numerous Nelson fouls that should
have had him disqualified earlier. In jeopardy of being knocked out
and with no way left to win, the desperate and exhausted Nelson
skipped the last three scheduled rounds by committing a foul so
egregious that he was finally and justly disqualified. His powerful
blow to Gans' groin was so violent and so obvious that the
incredulous crowd jumped to their feet in a hail of boos and
hisses. Referee George Siler immediately awarded the fight to Gans.
Mobs began to form with the intent of running the Nelson and Nolan
out of town even before they were finished being booed from the
ring. On the other side of the country, news of Gans' victory,
however, did fuel a small amount of serious racial conflict which
had been predicted by boxing's opponents. The N.Y. Times reported
that several fights broke out between blacks and whites, one black
man was nearly lynched and another black man was beaten so severely
that he was unconscious and near death.

Financially, the Gans-Nelson match proved to be a massive
success. It achieved the desired publicity and investment in
Goldfield mining stocks as well as succeeding on its own with a net
profit to the promoters of $13,215 on a gross of $72,000, an amount
that exceeded any prior prizefight's revenue by $9000. More
importantly, it put Tex Rickard on the map as a successful fight
promoter who realized that boxing could not only be a tool to
promote his saloon or his town, but it could also directly earn him
a substantial profit. Although Tex was not yet a full time boxing
man, he had a knack and a taste for the game. This Nevada debutante
had burst onto the scene and, seemingly from nowhere, become a
force, a new competitor to be reckoned with amongst big fight
promoters.



































Chapter 8
The Chase




 

Unless you're the lead dog, the scenery never changes.
-Yukon saying.

 

In the fall of 1903, Jack Johnson returned to California from
the east in a fowl mood made worse by Jim Jeffries' constant and
adamant refusal to fight. Jack had contacted Jeffries' trainer,
Billy Delaney, who was amenable to setting up a match, but Jeffries
himself remained stubbornly opposed. It was at this point that
Delaney began to suspect that Jeffries was simply afraid of
Johnson. Meanwhile, Jack's next opponent faced the unenviable
prospect of facing a man seething with resentment. That unfortunate
soul was once again Sam McVey, once again for the "Colored
Heavyweight Championship of the World." This time Johnson not only
dominated the fight, he tore McVey apart. At the fight's finish,
McVey's face, in the words of the Los Angeles Times, "looked as
though a goat had chewed it." Los Angeles fight fans had turned out
in force, making the spectacle the largest grossing fight in L.A.
history. Some in the press opined that Johnson was the biggest draw
and best fighter to ever enter the ring in Los Angeles. How this
view was received by Los Angeles resident Jim Jeffries is unknown
except that it failed to entice him to drop the color line. While
Los Angeles promoters drooled over a potential match between
Jeffries and Johnson, it appeared that the only place such a match
was going to take place was in their dreams.

Northern California fans had a different view of Johnson. His
defensive boxing style was not especially appealing to fans who
liked lots of action. White fighters usually fought in a popular
come-right-at-you style that provided the fans with the action they
were looking for. Johnson, on the other hand, fought defensively
and cautiously. He avoided punches through slick head movement and
skilled blocking and then took advantage of openings in his
opponents defense with lightning fast counter punches. Johnson's
style was masterful but under appreciated. He was frequently
accused not giving his all, of doing just enough to win. Sometimes
this was true. In his last fight of 1903, Johnson went north to the
San Francisco area to fight a snorer with his white friend Sandy
Ferguson. Jack had met, fought, and easily defeated Sandy earlier
that year in Boston. In this bout between friends, which indeed
looked like a fight between friends, Jack won a 20 round decision.
Johnson outclassed Ferguson to such an extent that the fight should
have been considered as nothing more than an exhibition. Fight fans
nevertheless desired a level of violence in which neither fighter
was willing to engage - Ferguson because he couldn't and Johnson
because he wouldn't. The lack of serious action or any attempt to
do harm, left the Bay Area fight fans smoldering - their bloodlust
unsatiated by Johnson's performance. During his next visit to San
Francisco, they would have their revenge.

Hounded by creditors, Johnson once again fled to Philadelphia in
February, where he fought two meaningless fights including his 4th
with the now regular dance partner of Sandy Ferguson. After his
short stay, he was back in San Francisco to face McVey for the
third time. The San Francisco sports, who had not yet cleansed
their palates from the bad taste left by Johnson's most recent
visit, were primed to lavish the non-combative pugilist with
mountains of abuse. The 20 round bout went just as expected for
most of the way. Johnson boxed defensively, smoothly and easily,
giving the impression of not exerting himself. As the fight
progressed, an already angry crowd became angrier. Their chants
evolved from "fight! fight! in the 10th to "fake! fake!" towards
the end. Along with a deluge of racial slurs, Johnson also faced a
cascade of spit and burning cigarette buts. He seemed stoically
oblivious to the abuse, concentrating instead on controlling McVey
and staying away from his big punches. After 19 rounds of easy
dominance, he decided to make a statement by letting loose in the
final round. With less than half a minute left, Johnson landed a
blinding combination that sent McVey to the canvas, ending the
fight with just seconds remaining. Nevertheless, the San Francisco
Chronicle described the bout as "the tamest excuse for a fight
foisted upon an indulgent public in many months" and declared that
Jeffries should drop the color line just so Johnson would get his
"block knocked off." Having completed his business inside the ring,
Jack responded to the inhospitable fans by kicking his spit bucket,
full of foul water, saliva, and snot, into the ringside seats. Not
surprisingly, a riot ensued. To escape the melee, Johnson sprinted
up the stairs and out the door, still in his shorts, with an angry
mob in hot pursuit. Jack eventually made his way to an Oakland
brothel where he was forced to lay low for a few days until the
storm subsided. The Lady of the House, who was evidently a bigger
fan of Johnson's than the city's other sports, reportedly declared
that, "Jack Johnson is the best man to ever drop his boots
alongside my bed. And the only man who could make me drop my
drawers at a moment's notice without once cent in his pocket."

Having made himself unwelcome in San Francisco, Johnson headed
to Chicago where he defeated the formerly tough but now washed up
black fighter, Frank Childs and then back to L.A. for another bout
with Denver Ed Martin. After knocking out Martin in the 2nd round,
he once again issued a fruitless challenge to the unwavering
Jeffries. With Jeffries still hiding behind the color line, Johnson
was running out of options.

His career was stalled when suddenly, Marvin Hart, who had
earlier refused to fight him, changed his mind. With Jeffries
retirement imminent and the heavyweight title up for grabs, the
debate over a worthy successor had commenced. Ironically, while
Johnson, because of his skin color, was not considered a contender,
he was respected enough that a victory over him would enormously
boost a white fighter's credentials. If Hart could beat Johnson
this would go a long way to making a case that he was championship
material. This also presented Johnson with the fabulous opportunity
to defeat a white contender and further his argument that he
deserved a title shot. It would be a pivotal fight in both men's
careers. However, since Jack had established a reputation for
dogging it, especially in San Francisco, he would have to dominate
the fight in order to win. A knockout would be better. The
promoter, Alex Greggains would also referee the fight and he warned
Johnson that if he sandbagged, he would declare the fight a no
contest. The problem was that the minds of the press, fans, and
referee were already clouded with preconceived notions of white and
black fighters which impaired their ability to view the fight
without bias. In their minds, a charging white fighter who takes a
lot of punishment manifests the virtues of persistence and heart.
Whereas, the skilled black man fighting defensively but
counter-punching and inflicting damage, simply displays laziness.
So what the white referee, fans, and press saw when the fight
actually took place, was a white fighter, Hart, who was aggressive,
persistent, and brave. In other words, Hart had heart. Johnson, on
the other hand, was viewed as lazy and timid. Despite the fact that
Johnson, with his defensive strategy dominated the fight and
dictated the pace, and despite the fact that Hart's face, swollen
and bloody, looked like that of a loser, Greggains awarded the
fight to Hart. Aggression, he claimed, was the deciding factor. It
was a "home town decision" despite the fact that Hart was from
Kentucky. So, even when the color line was dropped to allow for an
interracial fight, it still ran straight through the mind of the
referee and it still existed as prejudice in the expectations of
the crowd, and in the newspaper reporters' descriptions of the
contest.

With this loss, Jack Johnson was eliminated from title
contention. It was a convenient decision for Jeffries, perhaps too
convenient since many boxing experts believed the decision in favor
of Hart was clearly wrong. Unlike today, there was no three judge
panel to score the bout. The decision was solely that of the
referee. Some accounts of the fight state that, in all the
excitement, the referee simply pointed to the wrong man. Confusion,
when one fighter is black and the other is white, is difficult to
comprehend especially when an experienced referee rendered the
decision. According to Johnson biographer, Denzil Batchelor,
"(Johnson's) view was that this was one further move made by the
Jeffries' camp to hold him at bay. Hart was known to the world at
large as Jeffries' protégé. Johnson's feeling was that a decision
for Hart was a vote for Jeffries: a re-assurance to the world that
the title-holder didn't have to revise his decision that there was
no valid reason for him to have to tackle the Galveston Negro."
Whatever the case, Johnson learned what he should have already
known - his own view of what happens in a fight was not what
counted and that if a black man wanted to defeat a white man, he
should either knock him out or otherwise completely destroy him.
But then again, Johnson may have had other considerations. Since
San Francisco fight fans had already proven their hostility towards
Johnson, destroying Hart may have tempted the wrath of a crowd
already predisposed toward violence. Although he would never admit
it, Jack may simply have been intimidated into taking it easy on
the Kentuckian. In any case, Johnson came up short, wasting one of
the best opportunities of his career. It would not happen
again.

Instead of gaining greater recognition and putting more pressure
on Jeffries, Jack's performance versus Hart reinforced racial
stereotypes and confirmed the view that no compelling reason
existed for him to be matched with the champion. Jeffries' comment
on the bout was that he was "glad the white man won" and that he
would gladly fight Hart if the public demanded it, which apparently
it never did!

Rather than stay in the west after such a disheartening outcome
and be reduced to repeatedly fighting Martin and McVey, Jack went
east once again. For the next two years his career was adrift,
fighting meaningless fights that got him no closer to the world
title. He would enter the ring with the great black fighter Joe
Jeannette 9 times between 1905 and 1906. Here were two great
fighters, both barred from a fighting for the championship, reduced
to fighting each other again and again. If Johnson had stayed on
the west coast, it would have been the same story with McVey and
Martin. In addition to knowing each other's styles perfectly,
Johnson and Jeannette both recognized the futility in getting
overly aggressive, allowing most bouts to meander from round to
round without too much danger of injury. Over the course of those
two years, Johnson won two decisions. Jeannette won once on a foul.
There was one 10 round draw and finally and most appropriately,
five no decisions.

During the same period, while Johnson's career was in limbo,
Jeffries officially announced his retirement and Hart knocked out
Jack Root in Reno to win the vacated heavyweight title. Hart then
promptly stated his willingness to defend the title. "I will try to
wear with honor the belt that Jeffries has taken off. I am ready
for any man in the world now, barring Negroes." So what else was
new? Jack would not be getting a rematch. But, it didn't make much
difference since Hart failed to hang on to the title anyway. In his
first defense eight months later, he lost a 20 round decision to
the Canadian, Tommy Burns in Los Angeles. The result put
heavyweight boxing in the United States into the doldrums.
Jeffries' retirement had marked the end of a golden age. All the
old heroes were retired, the best contenders were black, and the
championship was in the possession of a Canadian. While this
spelled doom for public interest in the heavyweight division, the
change in scenery revived Jack's hope that finally the color line
might be dropped, giving him the opportunity he deserved. In 1906,
he teamed up with new manager Sam Fitzpatrick, who proved to be
just the man to get Jack a shot at the title.

Most recently, Fitzpatrick had managed Kid Lavigne, the
lightweight champ. Before that he had also managed the great black
bare-knuckler, Peter Jackson. Although he had failed to get Peter
Jackson a shot at the title, he was hoping for better luck with
Johnson. Fitzpatrick was well connected in the boxing world both
nationally and internationally and he would use those connections
to Johnson's benefit. Although he disapproved of Jack's lifestyle,
he overlooked it in lieu of the opportunity presented.

Jack was an angry man. His loss to Hart, the disrespect that had
been shown him by Jeffries and the rest of the boxing world, and
opportunities that were denied to him because of his skin color,
had the effect of making him more brash. It was as if antagonizing
white people was his way of getting back at them. By now Johnson's
taste in prostitutes had changed completely to white women and he
had no desire to be discreet; he flaunted these relationships in a
open challenge to the mores of the day. He was becoming more bitter
and less tolerant of white society's effort to keep him down.
Despite his almost constant smile - a wry smile indeed - he was
thumbing his nose at the white establishment.

Ftizpatrick ignored Johnson's behavior and developed a plan get
Jack a shot at the title. Step one in Fitzpatrick's plan for
Johnson was to gain international recognition. So, in the winter of
07, Fitzpatrick sent Johnson to Australia where any publicity which
Johnson gained would spread easily to London and throughout the
British Empire. An enhanced reputation within the Empire would
benefit Johnson only because the champion was Canadian. Had he been
American, this path would have been meaningless and Fitzpatrick
would not have followed it. Since American champions had so far
been disinclined to face black challengers, perhaps things would
change now that the title had moved into the realm of the
British.

Australia was a boxing hotbed and the home of several
outstanding fighters, the most notable of which was Billy Squires,
the Australian Champion and the man Fitzpatrick wanted Johnson to
face most of all. But Squires was preparing for an upcoming U.S.
tour and felt no need to risk his reputation just then. This proved
to be a wise decision since shortly thereafter Squires got a shot
at Burns in California. Unfortunately for him, he was knocked out
in the first round. With Squires not available, Fitzpatrick settled
for Peter Felix, the Australian "Colored heavyweight Champion" and
Bill Lang, two fighters a step down the ladder from Squires.
Johnson easily knocked out both in one and nine rounds respectively
before returning to America with his objective achieved.

While his exploits in the ring gained the recognition which
Fitzpatrick was seeking for Johnson as a fighter, his adventures
outside the ring enhanced his already salacious reputation in
regards to his personal life. Fitzpatrick may have preferred that
Johnson's name be limited to the sports pages, but Jack declined to
be any more discreet about his behavior in Australia than he was in
the United Stages. Australian gossip columns made compelling
reading by reveling in rumors of Johnson's dalliances with
well-to-do and famous white women. Before he arrived on their
shores, Australians seemed indifferent to Johnson, but such
stories, which did not agree with their sense of decorum, fueled
growing dislike of Johnson. Of course, this type of publicity,
which might be considered bad publicity, nevertheless had the
effect of making Johnson's better known - more infamous if not more
famous. Clearly Johnson did not know his place but one might fairly
suspect that Johnson consciously played the role of the "bad
nigger"8.1 as a tool
for self promotion. Consider whether he would have made better
progress in his boxing career by being well behaved, by playing the
subservient role expected for black men. Would going through life
as an "Uncle Tom" get him a shot at the heavyweight title? Probably
not. But if he could play up his image as a "bad nigger" and
engender widespread hatred for himself, then, sooner or later, some
white man might have to teach him a lesson, which in fact is
exactly what Johnson wanted. In addition, being hated sold tickets.
And if a black man was ever going to get a shot at the title, who
would a promoter rather put in the ring? Joe Jeannette, Sam McVey,
Sam Langford, or Jack Johnson? Jack Johnson of course. Because
everyone would want to see him get whooped!

Back in Philadelphia that summer, Jack was matched with Bob
Fitzsimmons, clearly beyond his prime but broke as usual and in
need of money. Pennsylvania law allowed 6 round no decision boxing
matches and Fitz, a mere shadow of his former greatness, was hoping
just to last 6 rounds. But Fitz was not only broke, he was broken
down. Prior to the fight he injured his right arm so severely -
subsequently diagnosed as torn ligaments - that it was completely
useless. So, rather than surviving through six rounds, he was
instead knocked down twice in the second round, after which he made
no attempt to rise and was counted out. In a time honored boxing
tradition, Johnson gilded his record by beating an over-the-hill
fighter with widespread name recognition, putting in print "KO2"
next to the legendary name of Bob Fitzsimmons. Additionally, Jack
earned $1200, his largest purse to date.

The most respected voice on the topic of boxing at that time was
the venerable John L. Sullivan, who was also not immune to shooting
off his mouth about anything and everything. His dislike for
Johnson was widely known, not because he was black (although
Sullivan disliked blacks) but because of his conduct outside the
ring. When he was quoted as saying that his protégé, Kid Cutler
"would chase Jack Johnson out of the ring" Jack took this as a
challenge. He insisted Fitzpatrick set up the match so that he
might teach Sullivan a lesson. They met in Reading, Pennsylvania
six weeks after Johnson's destruction of Fitzsimmons. Before the
start, Sullivan stepped into the ring and took a bow. Then, by
Finis Farr's account, "… the Kid stepped into the ring, and Johnson
approached him with his usual flat-footed shuffle. Cutler feinted
at the head, Johnson made a movement with his left arm as though
catching a fly, and the onlookers saw Cutler crumple to the floor.
Those in the back rows thought it was a heart attack. The referee
counted ten, trainers lifted the unconscious Kid, and Johnson
ducked under the ropes with his dressing gown in his arm. Turning,
he called to Sullivan, 'How do you like that, Cap'n John?'"

After one more fight on the east coast, a trip to San Francisco
followed to face the overconfident and ambitious "Fireman" Jim
Flynn, a fighter who had already been KOed by Burns but was angling
for a rematch. Flynn was an up-and-comer who had recently beaten
the notable George Gardner but he was misguided in his hope that he
could handle Johnson. He had not been fighting long enough to
realize that hubris was a poor substitute for ability. Outclassed
from the start, Flynn finally succumbed to gravity in the 11th
round.

Meanwhile, Tommy Burns had left, or perhaps fled, to England,
but Johnson and Fitzpatrick intended to stay close on his heels,
declaiming their cause to all who would listen. Commenting on
Burns' departure, Fitzpatrick said "I don't think Burns will ever
return until Jack Johnson either retires or dies." In NY during the
winter of 1908, Jack again fought Jeannette, this time to a 3 round
draw for some pin money, while Fitzpatrick scrounged up cash to
finance a trip to Europe where the champion was ravaging an
outclassed assortment of British pugs. The ease with which Burns
thumped the UK's finest motivated the National Sporting Club (NSC)
to entice Fitzpatrick and Johnson to London under the pretense that
they would finally get the two men together in the ring. Pressure
had been building. Newspaper editorials, in a call for fair play,
opined that Johnson deserved a shot. Rumors circulated that both
President Teddy Roosevelt and King Edward VII concurred with this
view. In addition, despite several title defenses, Tommy was still
not getting the respect he deserved. It was becoming more and more
clear that he would need to defeat Johnson in order to gain
universal recognition as a true champion. Which brings to mind this
question: what if Burns had been American rather than Canadian,
would things have been different? How ironic was it that in order
to prove himself equal to Jeffries, he would have to defeat a man
that Jeffries refused to fight!

The NSC, an aristocratic London club, was the closest thing to a
sanctioning body to exist at the turn of the century. It had been
organized by a group of bluebloods in 1891. Replete with prominent
members and capable barristers, the NSC was successful in promoting
gloved boxing competitions despite strong opposition. In Tommy's
first fight in London, he had defeated the British champ, Gunner
Moir, in the club's hall. Now the club hoped to bring Burns and
Johnson together.

Full of optimism that the NSC could pull it off, Fitzpatrick
raised $5000 from New York sporting men who were sympathetic to his
cause and sailed for England. The NSC's telegrams to Fitzpatrick
had also alluded to greater racial tolerance in the U.K. but the
NSC's statements proved hollow. Upon Johnson's and Fitzpatrick's
arrival at the club's headquarters at Convent Garden, Jack was
forced to wait outside while Fitzpatrick was admitted to pursue the
negotiations. It was an affront that Johnson would neither forget
nor forgive. Then neither Johnson nor Burns could accept the
ridiculously inadequate terms which the NSC proposed - a £500 purse
(approximately $2400 ) with each party paying its own expenses. The
absurdity of such an offer was so overwhelming that it makes one
question the members' grasp of reality. Apparently the lords had
been too aloof for too long. In their defense, the difficulty in
England was that fights were held in private clubs, like the NSC,
for the sole entertainment of the club's members. Under such
circumstances, even the NSC could not offer an amount of money
equal to what could be easily raised if the fight were to be a
public event, which was an impossibility under English law. For the
first time, Johnson and Burns could agree: no deal. While the NSC
terms were unacceptable to Burns, at least he had not drawn the
color line; he was willing to fight. But if he was going to be the
first champion to take on a black challenger, he expected to be
paid well. $30,000 plus expenses were his terms. That amount made
certain that if the fight happened, it would not be in England.

In the spring, Burns fought twice in Paris before moving on to
Australia. Johnson and Fitzpatrick followed him. If Burns was
willing to stand by his statement that he would fight Johnson for
$30,000, Australia had just the promoter to meet his demand. Hugh
D. McIntosh, aka "Huge Deal" McIntosh had invited Burns to
Australia to fight Bill Squires, again, and Bill Lang. The Squires
fight had been strategically scheduled to coincide with the
presence of Roosevelt's Great White Fleet in Sydney Harbor but in
fight crazy Australia, McIntosh could only accommodate 15,000 of
the 40,000 who wanted to see Squires face Burns, and the presence
of the Great White Fleet turned out to be irrelevant. Two weeks
later, 19,000 squeezed together to see Burns KO Lang in Melbourne.
Combined, the two fights earned McIntosh $50,000 and after the
second bout McIntosh invited Burns and Johnson to his office to
negotiate a fight contract. Both sides got what they wanted. Burns
would receive his $30,000 and Jack, at long last, would receive
that for which he had struggled for so long - a shot at the title -
plus $5000. Fitzpatrick had succeeded in placing Jack in a position
to make history.

The fighters agreed to meet on Boxing Day, December 26, 1908 at
Rushcutter's Bay, just outside of Sidney. That fall, tickets priced
from $5 to $50 sold rapidly. And, as the excitement built so did
the racial tension. Newspapers expressed their support for the
white man and perpetuated old racial theories such as: Blacks were
"yellow" and would fold under pressure; they had hard heads but
weak stomachs; they had childlike minds and could not concentrate.
It's amazing Jack had made it so far with all these alleged
deficiencies! In his biography of Johnson, historian Randy Roberts
reports that "an editorial in Sydney's Illustrated Sporting and
Dramatic News correctly indicated the racial temper of Australian
boxing fans: `Citizens who have never prayed before are
supplicating Providence to give the white man a strong right arm
with which to belt the coon into oblivion.'"

Tommy would need more than a strong right arm to beat Johnson.
The fight was a mismatch from the get go. In what would appear
obvious today, Johnson, at nearly 6'2" would have no problem with
the 5'7' Burns, the shortest man to ever hold the heavyweight
title. But the odds favored Burns who was slightly less that a 2-1
favorite. Burns' favoritism was partly caused by the rumor that the
fight was fixed, a rumor was easy to believe and one that was
typical of that era. Many fights were fixed, but for the casual
bettor, distinguishing unfounded rumor from fact is tricky.
Inevitably, the wise guys, the professional gamblers, end up with
the money while the suckers, who thought 50 cents on the dollar was
a fair bet on Tommy, end up both broke and disappointed.

Before the fighters entered the ring, a band kept spectators
amused with a collection of popular tunes including "All Coons Look
Alike to Me," a song written, ironically, by black songwriter
Ernest Hogan in the 1890s, a decade that saw over 600 "coon" songs
published. Credit can go to Johnson for helping to re-popularize
this jaunty number!

Jack entered the ring to jeers and calls of "nigger" and "coon"
while blowing kisses and bowing to all four sides before crossing
the ring to shake hands with Burns. The more venom that spewed from
the fans, the larger Jack's mocking, gold-toothed smile grew. The
fight lasted 14 rounds, not because it was ever close, but because
Jack understood that a longer fight increased the value of the
movie rights. And, as Johnson confirmed some months later, he had
simply wanted to torture Burns. "I never before entered the ring
with a heart so full of malice. Mr. Burns had said many unkind
thinks about me and in the ring that day I remembered them all.
Every time I forced him to his corner I would ask him if he
remembered when he had made some certain statement, and I followed
it up with one of my best blows." Whether it was spite or moving
pictures that motivated Jack, viewers of the film can clearly see
Jack keeping Tommy on his feet - lifting him up when his legs were
nothing but jelly. The size difference was so great that it looked
like a man lifting a boy. When the beating became too severe, the
police stopped the cameras and then stepped into the ring to stop
the fight. In the event of a police stoppage, it had been agreed
that the referee - promoter Hugh McIntosh - would award a decision.
Thus, Jack Johnson became the first black heavyweight champion. No
one could deny that he deserved it; he was the best.

Jack had captured the ultimate symbol of manhood and based on
prevailing scientific thought, this should have proved the physical
superiority of his "race." Yet despite Jack's victory over Tommy
Burns, whites were not yet ready to acknowledge the ascendancy of
the African over the Anglo-Saxon. The implications of doing so were
too unsettling. "Negroes" might now truly believe that they were
equal to whites - and that they deserved to be treated so. Blacks
might get the idea that interracial mixing and marriage was now
okay. Jack Johnson was jeopardizing racial harmony by eroding the
concept of white superiority. White Americans made excuses,
rationalizing an exception to a theory of their own creation, so
that they might "have their cake and eat it too," despite the
outcome of the fight, by denigrating Tommy Burns as a second rate
champion. He was no Jim Corbett, no John L. Sullivan, no Jim
Jeffries after all; he was just a Canadian pretender. In truth,
Tommy Burns could indeed fight but to this day he does not get the
respect he deserves because he lost the title to a black man.
Regardless, a "Negro" could now claim to be the heavyweight
champion of the world and for white men this was dangerous and
disturbing. The barbarians had arrived at the gates of Rome. Who
could now keep them out?

 

 

Timeline Highlights
1905-1909

 


	[1905] March 28. Johnson loses a disputed 20 round decision to
Marvin Hart in San Francisco.

	[1905] July 3. Marvin Hart knocks out Jack Root in the 12th
round of a finish fight (unlimited rounds) in Reno. Jeffries
referees and the promoters bill this as a championship fight for
his vacated title. The status of Hart's "title" is disputed and he
is not universally recognized as the champion.

	[1906] February 23. Hart loses to Tommy Burns in a 20 round
decision in Los Angeles.

	[1906] September 3. Tex Rickard promotes the Nelson - Gans
lightweight title bout in Goldfield, NV.

	[1908] December 26. Johnson defeats Tommy Burns in Sydney,
Australia to win the heavyweight title. The fight is stopped by the
police in the 14th round and a decision is awarded to Johnson.

	[1909] October 29. Jeffries and Johnson sign a fight contract
in Albany, NY.

	[1909] December 1. Promoters meet in New Jersey to bid on the
Johnson - Jeffries title fight. Tex Rickard allies with Jack
Gleason to win the bid.












Chapter 9
Shakespeare and Vaudeville




 

"All the world's a stage… ." -Shakespeare

 

Jack London was in Sydney, still recovering from a troubled
attempt to sail around the world, when Johnson and Burns met for
the title. The fortunate timing of this historic heavyweight bout
lifted the spirit of a man who had been forced to abandon a dream.
London, his wife Charmian, and four inexperienced crew men had set
sail in his 43 foot yacht, the Snark, from San Francisco over 20
months earlier in an attempt to circumnavigate the globe, but they
were not prepared for the dangers and climate of the South Pacific.
Nor was the custom made Snark, which turned out to be unseaworthy.
Along with nervous disorders and fatigue, London suffered from an
unknown tropical skin disease. His health was so poor that he and
the exhausted crew were forced to abandon the voyage in the
Solomons. After catching a steamer to Sydney, London would spend
five weeks in the hospital followed by "five months miserably sick
in hotels." According to London, "the mysterious malady that
afflicted my hands was too much for the Australian specialists. It
was unknown in the literature of medicine. No case like it had ever
been reported. It extended from my hands to my feet so that at
times I was as helpless as a child. On occasion my hands were twice
their natural size, with seven dead and dying skins peeling off at
the same time. There were times when my toe-nails, in twenty-four
hours, grew as thick as they were long." Rest was the only
treatment and it was during his lengthy recuperation in Australia
that the deal was made for Burns vs. Johnson.

London was already under contract to produce a 30,000 word
report on The Cruise of the Snark, when he contracted with The New
York Herald Syndicate to cover the heavyweight title bout at a rate
of 25 cents per word. London loved boxing which he viewed as the
manifestation of our primitive instincts both in the bestial
violence of the fighters and in the "blood cry" of the fans. In
1901 the still unknown writer covered the Jeffries - Ruhlin title
bout for William Randolph Hearst's San Francisco Examiner. Rather
than report the "who, what, when, where and how," London presented
an abstract view, more commentary than report, of a primordial
battle between a "big, dark male" and a "big, light male"
intermixed with his philosophy on boxing and manhood. London
proclaimed, "Under the veneer of a thousand years of culture, I,
for one, found that the endless savage centuries still lived." In
this particular bout, the "big, light, male" could not defeat the
"big, dark male" because he was "too little the animal." Then
London proceeded to confess his admiration for prizefighters and
his scorn for boxing's opponents. "The prizefighter, big-muscled
and brutish and barbarous is a finer thing that a decadent… . For
those who today are healthy and strong and yet recoil from a
prizefight, it would be well for them to recollect that they have
come down from the loins of elemental men… ."

So devoted was the writer to the sport that, for a time, he
covered all the fights at the West Oakland Athletic Club for, but
without compensation from, the Oakland Herald. In addition, he
sparred regularly and fancied himself a decent fighter. So when the
opportunity arose to cover the title bout in Sydney, he naturally
jumped at the chance. In a change from his abstract, philosophical
analysis of Jeffries - Ruhlin, the melodramatic London describes
this championship bout more concretely while still leaving the
blow-by-blow minutiae to less literary minded reporters. London
captures the gist of the battle and its significance. To start, he
makes clear his preference for the white man. "Personally I was
with Burns all the way. He is a white man, and so am I. Naturally I
wanted to see the white man win." He justifies his view. "Put the
case to Johnson and ask him if he were the spectator at a fight
between a white man and a black man which he would like to see win.
Johnson's black skin will dictate a desire parallel to the one
dictated by my white skin." It is a justification without merit.
While London may have always supported his race, Johnson never
showed any indication that he fought for the black cause. Nor would
he necessarily have supported other black fighters simply because
they were black. He was too much the iconoclast, and too much of a
sport for that. Others may have assigned to him the role of racial
warrior but he never indicated such an attitude. He fought for
himself. And the same can be said of white fighters. They fought
for themselves, for the money, and not for broader social issues.
To a large extent it is promoters and journalists who give greater
meaning to boxing matches than they deserve; they are the ones who
burdened fighters with the extra baggage of racial conflict in
order to sell tickets and newspapers. That fighters accept the
burden does not mean that they want it.

By plainly stating his support for the white man, which seemed
to be an unnecessary qualification for a journalist to make or else
an arrogant assumption that his preference mattered, he sanctioned
the common racist view of the time - that white men should
naturally support members of their own race in matches against
blacks. Nevertheless, he is magnanimous in his praise for Johnson.
"Because a white man wishes a white man to win, this should not
prevent him from giving absolute credit to the best man who did
win, even when the best man was black. All hail to Johnson."

Aside from the racial angle, the report convincingly summarizes
Johnson's complete domination. "It was not the case of `too much
Johnson,' but of `all Johnson.' A golden smile tells the story, and
that golden smile was Johnson's. The fight - if fight it can be
called - was like unto that between a Colossus and a toy
automation. It had all the seeming of a playful Ethiopian at
loggerheads with a small and futile white man… . There is no use
giving the details. There was no doubt, from the moment of the
opening of the first round, the affair was too one-sided. There was
never so one-sided a world's championship in the history of the
ring… . There was no fraction of a second in all fourteen rounds
that could be called Burns's."

London used the term Ethiopian - playful Ethiopian, Giant
Ethiopian, Ethiopian stolidness - several times. The term derives
from turn-of-the-century scientific racial classification which put
humans into four general divisions, Ethiopic, Caucasic, American,
and Mongolic. But the repeated use of the words Ethiopian and Negro
to describe Johnson, reinforced the racial aspect of the bout.

Yet London proved not to be as blinded by racial stereotyping as
others when it came to at least one myth about black boxers.
Without stating so explicitly, London slips in a few lines which
relay Johnson's mockery of the myth that black fighters have weak
stomachs. Possibly a few views were changed with the passage: "'Hit
here, Tahmy,' he would say exposing the right side of his
unprotected stomach, and when Burns struck Johnson would neither
wince nor cover up. Instead he would receive the blow with a happy,
careless smile directed at the audience, turn the left side of his
unprotected stomach and say, 'Now here, Tahmy,' and while Burns hit
as directed, Johnson would continue to grin and chuckle and smile
his golden smile."

But the fame of Jack London's report from Sydney comes in his
last paragraph where he broadcasts an appeal to Jeffries. These are
the lines remembered and these are the lines which have been quoted
over and over in biographies and boxing histories for the last
century. Justifiably or not, London has been named as the
instigator of the drive to bring Jeffries out of retirement,
allegedly lighting the fuse which led to an explosion of
supplication to the great white pugilist. With these few simple
words, London finishes his report. "But one thing remains. Jeffries
must emerge from his alfalfa farm and remove that smile from
Johnson's face. 'Jeff, it's up to you… .'"

Alas, London's remembrance of Jeffries as a perfect young
fighting machine bore no resemblance to the current Jim Jeffries
living in southern California. It had been four and a half years
since Jeff's last fight. The accidental and reluctant demagogue now
weighted 300 lbs and was perfectly content away from the ring.
Moreover, just before his last fight in 1904, Jeffries engaged in a
ritual which could not help but lead to civilization and
domesticity; he married. He then used his wife, Frieda, as a
further excuse for retiring. When questioned, Freida did her part
in accepting responsibility. "Why shouldn't he (retire)? We have
enough money - more than either of us hoped to have. It is well
invested so that we need never want for a thing. We like our home
life and Jim really doesn't like to fight. He had rather go hunting
for bear or deer, and I like to keep house, so he can be
comfortable when he comes back from the mountains."

In contrast to the philandering Johnson, Jeffries was devoted to
his wife, Frieda. The couple appeared like Grant Wood's American
Gothic, suffused with rural stoicism. They owned 146 acres of land
which Jeff worked for two years to turn into a productive alfalfa
farm. Besides farming, Jeff found lucrative employment as a
celebrity referee; his corpulent presence in the ring was a draw
even if he wasn't putting on the gloves. He also partnered in two
Los Angeles businesses, a saloon and the Jeffries Athletic Club.
His saloon became a gathering spot for the southern California
sporting crowd, and when he wasn't hunting or fishing, it was there
that he liked to hang out, mingling with the pony players or just
shooting the breeze with the boys. Despite his reputation for being
a quiet man, he had plenty of tales to tell, like how he once
killed a mountain lion with a single punch or won $10,000 in a 72
hour poker game and was still fresh as a daisy when it was done.
When queried about the bar he replied. "No use fighting any more;
this saloon business beats all other games for getting money." He
was starting to sound like Tex Rickard. And like Tex and every
other promoter on the planet, he wanted Johnson too, only not to
fight with him, but to promote him at his own club. He wanted to
match Johnson with the winner of the Al Kaufman - Jim Barry fight
which would take place in just a few days at the Jeffries Athletic
club outside of Los Angeles.

In the swirl of excitement around the big fight in Sydney, the
press tracked down Jeff. Naturally, one of the questions posed to
him was whether or not he would consider a comeback. He was asked
this question so many times that by the time Johnson had whipped
Burns, he was fed up. But the press couldn't be blamed for their
persistence because even the blind could see that a match between
Johnson and Jeffries would be the greatest sporting event and the
most notable fight since the biblical battle of David and Goliath.
Johnson's victory rekindled the promoters dreams which had been
crushed by Jeffries retirement four years earlier. Within hours of
the fight, Hugh McIntosh struck first, cabling Jeff with a proposal
to fight Johnson in Australia. Jeff replied, "I have stated and
repeated five thousand times within the last ten days that I will
not re-enter the ring for any inducement." How many more times
could he say no? The questions would turn to pleading, and they
wouldn't stop coming because America had discovered its distaste
for the black champion. And did Jeffries really mean "any
inducement?" He, along with everybody else, had no frame of
reference with which to envision the magnitude of such a fight and
the "inducements" that might be offered. Burns - Johnson became
known as the "fight of the century" and generated a record total
purse of $35,000 dollars with Burns share of $30,000 being
inconceivable just a few years earlier. A Jeffries - Johnson bout
would certainly be bigger, but by how much?

The American public was just waking up to the realization that
the heavyweight champion of the world was black. No one had seemed
especially concerned about the matter before Johnson beat Burns.
There had been no outcry to prevent the bout from taking place
despite the fact that a Johnson victory was altogether possible.
One reason for this was that the fight was not promoted as a battle
for racial superiority. Sam Fitzpatrick had made it clear to
McIntosh that he did not wish the fight to be promoted this way.
The fight was big enough. There was no need to fan racist flames to
generate interest. However, after Johnson's victory, outrage and
backbiting became de rigeur. Reproach for allowing a black man to
become the world champion focused on Tommy Burns who John L accused
of excessive greed in his willingness to risk losing the title to a
Negro. "Shame on the money-mad champion! Shame on the man who
upsets good American precedents because there are Dollars, Dollars,
Dollars, in it." He didn't elaborate on why upsetting American
precedents should concern a Canadian. Sullivan further predicted
that Johnson's victory would cause a loss of interest in boxing. He
couldn't have been more wrong, at least at first. Jeffries, of
course, was of the same opinion. However, he did not feel obligated
to return to the ring in order to rectify the mistake made by Tommy
Burns.

In Denver, aging boxer cum Thespian Jim Corbett, in a fit of
racial pride, proclaimed that he would return to the ring. "With
Jeffries out of the game, who is there to fight Johnson? No one's
left but yours truly. I'll fight Johnson, if Jeffries won't." But
the next day he backpedaled saying he wasn't issuing a challenge,
he just got carried away. "I simply feel badly to see a colored man
champion… " he said. Jeffries knew it all along, saying that
although Corbett would have an easy time with Johnson, he didn't
think he was "in earnest."

In black communities there was subdued joy and no reports of
violence or white vindictiveness. Black newspapers, like white
newspapers, generally editorialized against boxing but could not
help but express their satisfaction that a black man was champion.
The Cleveland Journal prefaced its report by stating that it "is
not among the class of newspapers which believes in praising
prizefighting. We think the sport a brutal one and not calculated
to produce the kind of men whose moral character is an example
worthy of emulation. The prizefighter is always a gambler and
while, so far as the Negro (Johnson) is concerned, he shows
superior skill and science with the gloves on, very little of it is
demonstrated in the every day affairs of life. High living, failure
and an untimely death is the price of this kind of success."
Nevertheless, the Journal proceeded to state that Johnson's victory
proves that, in any endeavor, the Negro can succeed if just given a
chance. Other publications were less restrained. Colored American
Magazine stated that this was "the zenith of Negro sport" while the
Richmond Planet stated that "no event in forty years has given more
genuine satisfaction to the colored people that has the signal
victory of Jack Johnson."

No event gave more genuine satisfaction to Jack Johnson either.
Winning the championship boosted an ego in no need of boosting.
When asked about the bout, Johnson recounted, "I never doubted the
issue from the beginning. I knew I was too good for Burns. I have
forgotten more about fighting than Burns ever knew." At the same
time that he was becoming widely known, he was also becoming more
provocative and ostentatious. Hattie McLay, a white prostitute whom
he had met in New York after the Fitzsimmons bout, accompanied him
to Australia but had remained inconspicuous ahead of the bout.
Afterward, attired in silk, furs, and diamonds, Johnson flaunted
her in the same manner that he flaunted his jewelry, gold headed
cane, and gold capped teeth. And he made a statement which
infuriated whites. The statement was either diabolically
antagonistic or a misguided attempt to demonstrate his erudition
and civility. In which case, it was either a great success or a
complete disaster. Johnson had said that through difficult times
and racial torment, he could always find solace in his three
favorite books: Pilgrim's Progress, Paradise Lost, and Titus
Androncius. The outrage was palpable. Pilgrim's Progress and
Paradise Lost are Christian classics. That a black prizefighter
with limited morals could associate himself with these revered
works was an egregious affront to decent society. These books were
cultural pillars to an English speaking world which had been
educated by The Bible and McGuffey Readers.

Perhaps Jack Johnson had not intended to create such a
disturbance. Maybe he simply wanted people to see him as more
literate and contemplative than the average sport. Or maybe he
wanted both since his mention of Shakespeare's minor play, Titus
Andronicus, suggests that he saw himself as the character Aaron the
Moor.

Titus Andronicus is Shakespeare's goriest work and Aaron the
Moor, a smug and villainous former slave, is an extremely
distasteful and unsympathetic character. He and his lover, the
empress, ruthlessly maneuver through the halls of imperial Rome.
The treachery and brutality committed by the pair is extreme to the
point of absurdity. This is not a play in which to find comfort.
Jack Johnson might indeed have found comfort in Pilgrim's Progress
and Paradise Lost, but Titus Andronicus boils with hate, anger, and
revenge. Yet, if Johnson spoke the lines of Aaron the Moor, they
would not seem out of place.

 

Vengeance is in my heart, death in my
hand,

 

Blood and revenge are hammering in my
head.

 

… O, how this villainy

 

Doth fat me with the very thought of it.

 

Let fools do good and fair men call for
grace,

 

Aaron will have his soul black like his
face.

 

… is black so base a hue?

 

Coal-black is better than another hue,

 

In that it scorns to bear another hue;

 

For all the water in the ocean

 

Can never turn the swan's black legs to
white.

Like Aaron the Moor, Johnson was also a very angry man, in spite
of his "golden smile." But Aaron's intense anger contrasts sharply
with the press' view of Johnson as a care-free Negro. Aaron
inspires nothing but loathing. The audience of Titus Andronicus
finds him so repulsive that, as the play progresses, even the most
pacific viewers hope he is killed. Even Johnson could not be hated
as much as this - could he? Nevertheless, his own anger, his
relationships with white women, and the hatred he inspired, makes
for an interesting parallel with the Moor. The devilish Aaron
departs with these words.

 

If there be devils, would I were a devil,

 

To live and burn in everlasting fire,

 

So I might have your company in hell

 

But to torment you with my bitter tongue.

Whatever his intent, when he connected himself to these classic
works he triggered a storm of indignation. On his arrival in North
America, he downplayed the commotion by referring to his comments
as "a funny stunt" but he insisted that he really was a reader of
Shakespeare, in case that wasn't obvious. But no one, except
Johnson, who must have been greatly pleased by the success of his
"stunt," found it funny. He also mocked Australians by proposing to
play his base viol at church services, as if they would have him.
Not surprisingly, the churches declined his offer. He said he
didn't understand why, he was churchman - a Methodist - after
all.

While the churches wanted no part of Johnson and his bass viol,
many people were willing to pay to see him perform. For 5 weeks
after the fight, Johnson starred in a show at the Sydney Music Hall
where he made more money than he had for fighting Burns. After that
he left Australia and headed for Canada. After 22 days at sea on
the RMS Makura, a slightly seasick Johnson arrived in Vancouver
harbor in March of 1909. The Vancouver Daily News-Advertiser
reported that "camera fiends were in evidence everywhere as the
smiling Ethiopian wended his way down the steamer's plank, with
Mrs. Johnson, a handsome white woman, clinging to his arm." But
Vancouver's hoteliers were not impressed with Johnson's newly
earned title nor his money. The first Hotel to turn him away was
the regal St. Francis which certainly could not be expected to make
an exception to its "no Negro" policy; it was the St. Francis after
all. But even the less princely hotels would not deign to rent the
champion a room. Jack ended up spending part of the evening at the
home of a jazz drummer and sports trainer named George Paris before
finally finding a room at a more modest hotel named the
Dominion.

Soon after the Makura had left Sydney, Jack and Sam Fitzpatrick
split. They had never been friendly but both had used each other to
achieve their goals. Now that Johnson was champ, he felt that he no
longer needed a manager who was so controlling of his career and
his money. Fitzpatrick, like Carillo years earlier, cryptically
blamed the split on "Mrs. Johnson" and sarcastically stated that
Jack "doesn't need a manager now. He has got Mrs. Johnson as a
manager." Johnson biographer Robert H. deCoy claims that Jack
caught Fitzpatrick and Hattie in flagrante delicto, although how
astonished could anyone be to find a prostitute in bed with a man?
If nothing else, Jack's "wives" were good for taking blame for
managerial estrangement. While managerial disputes and separation
were and are routine in boxing, Jack's critics viewed his dismissal
of Fitzpatrick as a sign of ingratitude.

When the Makura stopped briefly in Victoria before proceeding on
to Vancouver, news reached Jack that Galveston was planning a
victory parade and celebration. When told about Galveston's plans
Johnson lit up and declared "Tell them I'll be there." But when the
organizing committee heard that he had a white wife it informed him
that it would cancel the celebrations if he brought her along. They
cabled him to come alone since they did not want to offend
Galveston's white community, many of whom had supported the effort
to celebrate the champion. For a moment, he compromised his
principals by denying that Hattie was white (legally, she was not).
He had always opposed the imposition of someone else's standards on
his life, but he briefly considered turning his back on the
principle of free association so that he might be welcomed back to
his hometown. It was a symptom of his humanity that he rarely
displayed. His denial of Hattie's whiteness did not last. Jack
regained his poise and rejected Galveston by sending a return cable
that read "to hell with the reception." Instead he would go to
Chicago, where he could find comfort in its expansive vice district
and its large black community.

While in Vancouver Jack was to fight Denver Ed Martin in a 6
round exhibition but instead had to settle for the late substitute,
Victor McLaglen. Jack hurt him early with a punch to the solar
plexus and then just toyed with him the rest of the way. It wasn't
much of a show; Jack spent most of the time joking with the crowd,
but it did earn him some needed spending money. A better actor that
a fighter, McLaglen went on to win the academy award for best actor
in the 1935 movie "The Informer."

Meanwhile, Johnson's victory over Burns had thrust Jim Jeffries
back into the spotlight. Despite Jeff's repeated denial, in less
than two weeks rumors began to circulate that he had begun training
in preparation for a comeback. He refused to acknowledge any
intention of returning to the ring but unnamed sources asserted
otherwise. In many peoples eyes he was still the champion and would
remain so until he was defeated. If and when he announced his
return, the title would be his again. While this was a common view,
the idea that Jeff was still the champion was laughable and
hypocritical. If Johnson had lost to Burns, no one would dispute
Burns' claim to the title. Further, Jeffries absurdly tried to
re-draw the color line by declaring that, if he did come back, he
still would not fight a black man. If he wished he could simply
come out of retirement, reclaim the title by declaration and then
continue doing as he had done, defending the title only against
white men. Of course he would eventually have to lose in order to
transfer the title properly, but that wouldn't have been too
difficult in lieu of his condition. Unfortunately for Jeffries, his
argument for upholding the color line was no longer convincing. And
it definitely would not satisfy the public, which wanted to see
Jack Johnson beaten. He could not, realistically, come back without
fighting Johnson.

As it became more clear that Jeffries was indeed in training, he
explained that this was not preparation for a return to the ring,
but rather preparation for an upcoming athletic and boxing theater
show in San Francisco. Whether this was a cover or not, Jeff's mind
began to change after the Pacific Athletic Club offered him
$50,000, his share of the purse, if he would fight Johnson there.
This stunningly generous offer helped Jeffries to truly understand
how much money could be made from this fight.

Jeffries' immense popularity was reemerging and he was more
popular and in greater demand than ever before. He now had the
opportunity to make princely sums without stepping back into the
ring. In fact, his longtime friend and advisor, DeWitt Van Court,
advised him to do just that; come back to the theater but not the
ring. Vaudeville producers wanted him badly. By the end of January,
William Morris had beaten out the other showmen and inked Jeff to a
20 week, eastern theater engagement, with no performance or
character yet in mind, for a rate of $2500 per week. Jeff also
received another bid to fight, this time from the city of
Bakersfield, CA: $50,000 to fight Jack Johnson there on July 4.

In March, Jeffries arrived in New York City to begin his
vaudeville tour just a few days before Johnson arrived in Vancouver
from Australia. An elaborate welcome, including a brass band and a
plethora of distinguished citizens had been prepared to greet the
ex-champion - now frequently referred to as the retired champion -
when his train arrived from Chicago on the morning of March 3. The
NY press was abuzz due to reports published in the Chicago papers
that Jeffries definitely intended to fight Johnson. Once again
Jeffries denied this. However, in doing so, he admitted for the
first time that he might be willing to fight Jack Johnson if he
could get into shape. But this was by no means a definite
commitment nor was it certain that he could get into the required
condition.

Meanwhile, at the train station, Jeffries was not met by a tidy,
well-organized reception. What greeted him instead was an unruly
mob of fans. Police reinforcements were required to hustle the
champion and his wife through the crowd and into a waiting taxi.
Jeffries could only nod and smile, while he shielded his wife from
the rambunctious throng. Arriving unscathed at The William Morris,
Inc. office on Broadway for a meeting and press conference,
Jeffries confirmed to perceptive reporters that he had indeed lost
weight, admitting that he recently tipped the scales at a svelte
245 pounds, but reiterated that he was a long way from fighting
trim and that he still had not made up his mind to fight Johnson.
But every little bit of news like this, any hint of the Jeffries'
return, was like throwing gasoline on a fire. The press could not
get enough; they pounced on every action, non action, or rumor.
Nearly every day brought some fresh news or speculation. Would he
come back? Could he come back? Since no one else was capable of
dethroning Johnson, the press insisted that he must come back. The
white world desperately wanted Jeffries to fight Johnson and since
the money would be enormous, how long could he resist? Like a big
tree that was being chopped down, he was leaning and ready to go.
It seemed just a matter of time.

















Chapter 10
The Education of a Promoter




 

"For the essence of bullshit is not that it is false,
but that it is phony." -Harry G Frankfurt

 

Jim Jeffries said the he would have refereed the Jan 14, 1909
fight in Goldfield between featherweights Abe Attell and Freddie
Weeks, except that it conflicted with a prior engagement. Who could
blame him? In 1909, life had suddenly picked up for the retired
champion who had more pressing matters to consider thanks to the
brouhaha caused by the gold-toothed Negro. The entire boxing world
would remain focused on Jeffries and Johnson for the foreseeable
future. Goldfield's latest pugilistic enterprise had become
relatively inconsequential. Tex Rickard, who was still popular and
well connected in Goldfield, despite no longer residing there, was
the promoter for Attell - Weeks. This would be Tex's third
championship promotion. His second had been on New Year's Day 1907
when he brought Joe Gans back to Nevada to KO an outclassed "Kid
Herman" in Tonopah, 30 miles north of Goldfield.

Compared to Nelson - Gans, the purse for Attell - Weekes was
small. Nor was the purse split proportionally based on ability. Abe
Attell, perhaps the greatest featherweight of all time, would
receive $3700, while the journeyman Weekes would get $2500, which
was a very nice payday for a fighter of his caliber. While Tex had
Attell - Weeks on his plate, he, like every other ambitious
promoter, had Johnson and Jeffries on his mind. It was obvious that
if and when Johnson - Jeffries happened it would be the greatest
spectacle on the planet. Prizefighting was about to enter a new
dimension. The concept of the mega fight was taking shape and
promoters would have to change their perspective if they wanted to
compete at the mega fight level. The wheels were already turning
inside Tex's head. No one could think big like Tex and no one was
as sly. But that was irrelevant because as of yet there was no
fight. And there would not be one unless Jeffries "emerged from his
alfalfa farm."

For the time being, Tex would have to content himself with the
featherweights in Goldfield. The town was still a productive mining
center but the population decreased rapidly after the boom years of
1906-1908. Since the Gans - Nelson fight in 1906, the rich veins
had been claimed and consolidated and most of the crusty
prospectors had moved on. For Tex, however, life continued to be
eventful, filled with financial adventure and human tragedy. No one
ever knew Tex's financial position. For those who needed to believe
he was wealthy, he was. It was a perception he encouraged. In
truth, he had been broke many times and would go broke again. Yet
he was always able to raise capital. By 1907 Tex was dividing his
time between Goldfield and the copper boom town of Ely in eastern
Nevada and by March of 1907, Ely had become his base of operations.
There he invested in mining claims and stocks, developed real
estate, established the Ely Rickard Mining Company and became the
front man for the Northern Hotel which had been financed by his old
pal and one of Goldfield's founding fathers, "Ole" Elliot. He
heavily promoted his businesses and the town of Ely by following
the dubious standards he had learned in the mining camps. His
promotional technique ranged from exaggeration, such as claiming a
hot springs which he owned was a fountain of youth, to complete
fabrication, propagating tales of nonexistent diamond mines and oil
fields. Besides glossy brochures or newspaper advertising copy,
press agents or friendly reporters could submit curiously exciting
stories to major newspapers which were always in need of intriguing
space fillers.

Boxing again played a promotional role in the spring of 1907
when Rickard released a statement that a rematch of Gans - Nelson
was on for July 4 in Ely. The fabulous Goldfield bout, still the
longest championship fight in history at 42 rounds, had fight fans
drooling for a rematch. The fight films were still drawing crowds
to movie theaters and now some cynics dared to suggest that there
really had been no foul in the first bout. According to Rickard a
$30,000 purse was again on deposit, but, in truth, the fighters and
their managers had not agreed on the fight and probably never would
since Tex and Nelson's manager Billy Nolan were now enemies. The
weasel-like Nolan had not ingratiated himself to Tex or anyone else
by his behavior in Goldfield and several months after the bout Tex
had Nolan arrested for embezzling $6000 in fight film revenue. An
agreement between these two men would never be reached and in all
likelihood, Tex never had any intention of dealing with Nolan
again. In light of the loose journalistic standards of mining camp
press reports and promoters' desire for publicity, it is doubtful
that any such fight was ever in the works at all. A similar
stretching of the truth occurred the following year when the Nevada
State Journal proclaimed "BURNS TO MEET THE BLACK MAN." The story
was based on Tex's assertion that both managers had agreed to a
fight in Ely and yet no one else seemed to be aware of this
arrangement. Maybe Tex was just an overzealous optimist.

Not only was Tex adroit at manipulating the press, he was a
popular topic himself. A typical publicity story was tied to Tex's
visit to the New York Automobile Show in 1906 which dutifully
reported that despite the exorbitant expense caused by tire wear on
Nevada's poor roads, it was an expense easily borne by Nevada's
miners. The implied wealth of Nevada's miners was further
reinforced by the report that Tex was ordering dozens of Dorris
automobiles (first introduced at the 1906 NY auto show), a luxury
far beyond the reach of most Americans and a sure sign of wealth,
for delivery to Ely. Nevada mining camp promoter George Graham
Rice, who had worked with Rickard to promote the Gans - Nelson bout
in Goldfield, explained the workings of publicity in his book
My Adventures
with Your
Money. "Human-interest stories that were
written around the camp, its mines and its men, were forwarded to
the daily newspapers in the big cities of the East and West for
publication in the news columns. Most of the stories were accepted
and published. Whenever hesitancy was observed, publishers were
tempted by the news bureau with large advertising copy to continue
to give the camp publicity."

During 1907, publicity and promotion, as well as industry
consolidation and rising ore prices helped to fuel rampant
speculation in mining claims and stocks. With skyrocketing prices,
it was a good time to sell and with that in mind, Tex planned
another trip to NY to negotiate the sale of his claims to East
Coast Investors. The planned trip had to be delayed when his wife
took ill with diphtheria. After agonizing over the illness and
spending weeks nursing Edith Mae back to health, Tex felt blessed
by her recovery. With Edith Mae returned to health, she, along with
their daughter Bessie, could enjoy a trip to New York City. One
evening in New York, Edith Mae was to meet Tex at the famous
Delmonico's Restaurant but as she waited well beyond their agreed
meeting time, she became increasingly worried. Finally Tex, out of
breath and in a clearly bubbly mood, rushed in and announced to
Edith that he had sold his mining claims for nearly $1,000,000. It
was as if the dreams he had as a cowboy sleeping on the frigid
ground had finally come true. Tex was a millionaire and he felt on
top of the world. But, the feeling would not last. It was six year
old Bessie's turn to become ill. Tonsillitis, a routine enough
childhood infection, sent Bessie to the hospital for surgery from
which she never recovered. Removal of her tonsils led to the
septicemia (blood poisoning) that killed her. A devastated Tex and
Edith Mae were left with a hole in their lives that could not be
filled. Money suddenly meant nothing as Tex would have gladly
traded all his wealth for his child's life.

Devastating personnel tragedy was soon followed by devastating
financial calamity. The stock market, especially mining issues, had
been weak for some time ahead of the Oct 17, 1907 crash. Black
Friday was triggered by the collapse of the United Copper Company's
share value. The stock plunged from $65 to $15 in less than a week
and carried with it the seeds of financial ruin for F. Augustus
Heinze, the man behind a bid to acquire the company. If only the
ruin were limited to Heinze things would have been fine. As is was,
several banks who helped finance Heinze's attempt also faced
financial catastrophe. This inevitably led to a bank panic across
the country. In Nevada, Governor Sparks declared a three day bank
holiday after which two of the three Goldfield banks did not
reopen; banks whose balance sheets had been weakened by the
plummeting price of mining shares could no longer remain solvent.
The story goes that Goldfield's sole remaining solvent bank, the
John S. Cook & Company bank was saved by Tex Rickard and the
Northern Saloon. As bank depositors made a run on the bank, they
were paid in gold coins which were then brought across the street
for safe storage at the Northern. As the gold piled up, storage
space ran out. Left with no alternative, the staff of the Northern
surreptitiously transported the gold out the back door of the
Northern and re-deposited in the John S. Cook bank. Whether any of
this gold shifting actually went on or not, the bank was not saved
by Tex but by its own rock solid financial position.

The bank was able to withstand the financial crisis, but Tex
could not. He also had invested heavily in mining stocks, all of
which suffered a crash in value thanks to United Copper. Two months
after losing his daughter, he also lost his fortune. By "Black
Friday," October 18, 1907, Nevada mining stocks had fallen 85
percent from their highs the year before. Once again Tex Rickard
was broke.

At about the same time as the crash, another boom town was ready
to explode on to the Nevada scene. The discovery of rich gold ore
launched a stampede to a remote desert spot that eventually became
Rawhide. The initial surge of prospectors, miners, and merchants
generated a city at a speed faster than had occurred at Goldfield.
By June of 1908, Rawhide could boast 40 saloons, 28 restaurants, 30
hotels, 3 banks and 125 brokerage offices and a population of 8000.
One of those merchants was Tex Rickard who had managed to raise
enough capital to initiate a new Rawhide version of the Northern.
George Graham Rice exclaimed that "the opening of 'Tex' Rickard's
gambling-resort in Rawhide was celebrated by an orgy that cut a new
notch for functions of this kind in Southern Nevada.10.1 The bar
receipts aggregated over $2000. The games were reported to have won
for Mr. Rickard $25,000 on the first day."

Unlike Goldfield, the promise of Rawhide proved to be an
illusion. No town had ever been so grossly over promoted as Rawhide
had been by Rickard, Rice, and an actor turned mining stock
manipulator named Nat Goodwin. The "heart and mining backbone of
the whole mining district" was controlled by Goodwin and Rice, a
rather unscrupulous pair that were proficient at separating
speculators/investors from their money. Rice hired journalists from
Reno to "press agent" the camp, with the goal of keeping Rawhide
fresh on newspaper readers' minds. Flowery paeans to the easy
riches of Rawhide found their way with remarkable success into news
columns; reports that a notable man like Rickard was investing
heavily in Rawhide area mines sounded more like a typical
stockbroker's ploy or a financial rumor intended to spark buying
than a thoroughly researched news story. But Rawhide's greatest
press coup was devised and implemented by Rickard. When he heard
that the famous novelist, Elinor Glynn, was visiting San Francisco,
he invited her to Rawhide. A telegram was sent to her hosts which
read "please suggest to… Mrs. Glyn the advisability of visiting
Rawhide. The lady can get much local color for a new book, if you
bag the game, you will be a hero." Glyn did come and experience
"much local color," all of it staged. It was like a 1960s western
journalist touring the old Soviet Union. The hosts would show you
exactly what they wanted you to see despite its lack of resemblance
to the truth. Mrs. Glyn was privileged to witness a "real" poker
game with stakes so absurdly high as to strain credulity for even
the least skeptical. When guns were drawn, Glyn and her hosts quick
footed it out of the poker room. They barely avoided the carnage;
presently, shots were fired, groans were heard, and two "bodies"
were removed on stretchers. The following day the show continued
with a ferocious fire into which a man ran to near certain death… ,
had it not been for the secret trap door. No one could say for sure
whether he was trying to save his dog or a pile of gold. Meanwhile,
down the road at Stingaree Gulch, the red light district, the
"girls" were coached to stand outside their minuscule row houses
and seductively proposition Mrs. Glyn's male escorts. Despite the
shameless setup, Mrs. Glyn's adventure in Rawhide was front page
news. Page one of the New York Times on May 29, 1908 read "Elinor
Glyn Plays Faro; Wins $1000 in Rawhide Gambling House and Sees the
Sights." It would be reasonable to suspect that the $1000 Elinor
won at the Northern was not due solely to luck. Mrs. Glyn was
quoted as saying, "I have traveled from Budapest to Bombay, from
Boston to Bakersfield, and there are few experiences I have not
had, but I would not give last night's experience for them all."
Rickard could not have bought the amount of publicity which Elinor
Glyn's visit had brought.

Although there would be more such outlandish press coverage of
the town, it was truthful news that sounded its death knell. In
September, fire swept through Rawhide destroying approximately one
third of the town, including the Northern. With decisions about
rebuilding being contemplated, the truth about the under-producing
mines swayed residents and business owners against the idea. Tex
reportedly telegraphed the Northern's lumber supplier while the
fire was still burning to request immediate delivery of an order
identical to the one used for the original construction. However,
he soon recognized that this was senseless and canceled the order,
electing instead to abandon the town. It was the beginning of the
end for Rawhide, a town that would disappear as completely and
quickly as it had appeared. Tex would settle back into the life in
the scenic mountain town of Ely, waiting for his next big business
opportunity. In the mean time he bought and sold mining stocks on
behalf of copper magnate Thomas Cole and continued to act as the
front man for the Northern Hotel.

As talk of a possible Johnson - Jeffries matchup escalated, Tex
seemed out of the picture, stuck in obscure position, an obscure
town, with limited resources. This didn't seem like much of a
launching pad for someone looking to promote the greatest
heavyweight fight in history but Tex was not a man that could be
easily counted out.










Chapter 11 I
will fight... maybe.




 

"Jim Jeffries stated positively tonight that he would
not fight Jack Johnson under any conditions." -NY Times
9/12/09

 

Everywhere Jeffries went he was idolized. His popularity and the
public's desire to reinstate him as champion was enormous. How
could he resist the relentless calls, from his friends and
associates, from the press, from the general public who fawned over
his greatness? He resembled a roman triumphator parading through
the streets, absent only the chariot, two white horses, a crown of
laurels and a slave whispering in his ear, "Memento homo,"
(remember you are mortal.) But then, he knew he was mortal even if
delirious fans thought otherwise. "I will be popular until someone
hits me a wallop in the jaw and I take the count. Then it will be
goodbye Jeffries." But for now, if popularity can be measured by
press coverage, he was more popular than Teddy Roosevelt or
President Taft. His return to the ring was no longer a personal
matter but a duty to his country and his race. To stay in
retirement would mean letting down his friends, family, country,
and Anglo-Saxons everywhere. His choice was becoming clear: return
to the ring as a noble white knight and, should he lose, risk the
destruction of the Jeffries myth or ignore the calls and disappoint
his supporters. It was not an enviable situation. The Chicago
Tribune, in a blatant bit of demagoguery, published a image of an
innocent little blond girl pointing her delicate finger out toward
the reader with a caption that read "Please Mr. Jeffries, are you
going to fight Mr. Johnson?" Its racist message was clear.

Yet, the greatest pressure may have come from others in the
boxing fraternity, the sports, who knew that a Johnson - Jeffries
bout would be an unrivaled sporting and therefore an unrivaled
wagering event. In an era when boxing and gambling were synonymous,
when fighters, managers, promoters, and pool room operators were
more than just closely linked, but enjoyed a symbiotic
relationship, the return of Jim Jeffries heralded boom times for
pool rooms and high stakes gamblers. When one speaks of Jeffries'
friends putting pressure on him to return, it is important to note
that his "friends," as well as Johnson's, were the sports whose
lives revolved around big gambling events like championship fights.
They would like nothing more than to see Jeffries back in the ring,
not primarily to defend the white race, and not for any hatred of
Johnson but for the glorious wagering opportunity it would
present.

On April 20, 1909, Jeffries, with his theater tour in full
swing, was playing to a packed crowd in the American Music Hall in
New York. This was to be no ordinary show for the lucky 2100 ticket
holders. They could have sold their tickets for a premium price to
any member of the throng congregated outside the theater doors on
the corner of 42nd street and 8th avenue, but few did. As the show
came to an end, Jeffries finished with a few rounds of sparring
before waving to the crowd and exiting the stage. Backstage, Jeff
could hear the deafening roar of the audience clapping and
hollering for his return. This night's audience expected more that
the normal show. The usual routine had become merely a warm-up for
what was about to happen. Suddenly the volume of the roar increased
a few decibels; Jeffries had returned to the stage, his sparring
attire covered in a long gray robe. "Ladies and Gentlemen," he
began, but the frenzied mass wanted no speech. "Say it!" Get on
with it!" they yelled. Jeffries began again. "Ladies and
Gentlemen." "Come on, Jeff!" someone barked back. So he just spit
it out. "I will fight Mr. Johnson." The theater erupted into
bedlam. Cheering men leapt from their seats while women waved
handkerchiefs or their "peach basket" hats. Jeffries had more to
say but it was pointless now. He had finally released the pressure
that had been building within himself and his anxious fans. As he
left the stage, shaking hands with well wishers on the way to the
dressing room, he felt relieved that the decision had finally been
made. But now a different kind of pressure began to build. The
enormity of the challenge to which he had just committed himself
would wear on him like a concrete overcoat. On his own broad
shoulders he had willingly placed a greater burden that any
prizefighter had ever endeavored to carry. And the weight of his
responsibility, the expectation of victory not just for himself but
for the entire white race, would continue to grow. Was he, the
invincible one, strong enough to bare this burden? "Memento homo."
Remember, you are mortal.

After the show Jeff made the full statement to the waiting press
which he had been unable to deliver in the theater. "I will fight
Mr. Jack Johnson. I will defend my title as undefeated heavyweight
champion of the world." Whether he had the right or not, he had
re-assumed the crown. He made clear that money was not the reason
for his return and that as champion he would face any challenger.
The usual "except Negroes" clause had evaporated, eliminating the
the pretense of enforcing a color line that had already been
broken. Jeffries expressed confidence in his ability to get back
into condition and to defeat any opponent including Mr. Johnson but
that he would not discuss terms for a match until his stage tour
was completed in 5 months.

As for Johnson, he received a raucous welcome when he arrived at
Chicago's Grand Passenger Station earlier that spring. He joyfully
greeted the black crowd and publicly announced that he would fight
any challenger, meaning Jeffries of course. But for the time being,
decadence rather than boxing was to be his priority. Even if
Jeffries would fight, that was far away. The time had come for
self-indulgence, for drinking, women, and fast cars. It had been a
long road to the championship and he intended to enjoy his stay at
the top. He purchased a Thomas Flyer, the car that had won the New
York to Paris race (westward circumnavigation) in 1908, for about
$4500. Johnson loved speed, more that women he claimed, and dreamed
of someday driving at 200 mph. He regularly crashed his car and was
frequently fined for speeding, which placed his name in the papers
more often than anything he did related to fighting. In an era long
before seatbelts, he clearly was not afraid to risk his life. One
anecdote states that while Jack was speeding through some city he
was stopped by an officer and fined $5 for violating the speed law.
Instead of paying only $5, he paid the policeman $10. When the
officer asked why, Jack quipped "because I'll be coming back this
way, so don't bother stopping me again." Another time when he was
pulled over for speeding through a black neighborhood, a crowd
gathered, which prompted the cocksure Johnson to demand of the
white patrolman, "Step back Mr. Officer and let them colored folks
have a look at me."

While in Chicago, George Little, an obsequious gambler and
saloon owner who had dabbled around the fringes of the boxing
world, became Jack's new manager. George kowtowed to Johnson's
every whim in an effort to ingratiate himself to the champion.
Little had no problem with Johnson's lifestyle because they were
kindred spirits. Plus, he was well connected around Chicago's
Levee, the famous red-light district. Thanks to Little, Jack
partied with the most expensive prostitutes from the highest class
brothels. One of these prostitutes, Belle Schreiber, became Jack's
new traveling companion.

Jack's two weeks in Chicago had been one long party but by the
end of March he needed money to finance his extravagant lifestyle.
He and Little had to set up some fights. Their first stop was New
York where Jack was again welcomed by a large black crowd. There he
attended the Al Kaufman - Tony Ross fight in the Bronx and heckled
Kaufman, the lanky white fighter who was being discussed as a
possible Johnson opponent. The landscape had not changed much since
Jeffries retirement; good white heavyweights were few and far
between. Kaufman showed promise, that is, until his poor
performance - an unimpressive, ten-round no decision - against
Ross. A better choice to take on Johnson might be the great
middleweight and all around tough street thug named Stanley
Ketchel. Realistically, Kaufman wasn't in Johnson's class and
Ketchel, while tough and skilled, was simply too small. But these
two men were the best available from shallow pool of decent white
fighters.

In negotiations for a fight with Ketchel, Ketchel's manager
Willus Britt engaged in a spirited exchange with Johnson over the
number of scheduled rounds. When Britt insisted on a 45 round bout,
Johnson replied, "… they'll be a call for the red cross wagon
before the 20th and they'll by carting that boy of yours off to the
scrap heap." To which Britt replied that if that were the case what
difference would it make if the fight was scheduled for 45.
"Because I'm the champion and it will be 20 rounds or no fight,"
retorted Johnson.

From New York, Jack moved on to Pittsburgh to fight an
exhibition against Frank Moran. He had been expecting a parade on
his arrival in the Steel City but black supporters had been unable
to obtain a permit thanks to stonewalling by city officials. When
organizers tried to track down the person in charge of issuing
parade permits, he was nowhere to be found. Requests for aid and
information from city officials returned only sardonic smiles. A
cafe in a black Pittsburgh neighborhood which Jack had selected as
his headquarters, was soon engulfed by a growing tide of
Pittsburgh's black residents, all hoping to get a glimpse of the
champion11.1.
Streetcars were no longer able to pass and police reserves were
called out to clear the streets. Parade or not, it was a festive
day for Pittsburgh's black residents.

While in Pittsburgh, Jack negotiated his first title defense
with the veteran and former light heavyweight champion,
"Philadelphia" Jack O'Brien. O'Brien hated blacks but, like many
fighters, needed the money. In what was viewed as an insult,
Johnson compelled O'Brien to come to him in Pittsburgh, to a black
neighborhood no less, to sign articles for the fight. This was the
height of uppityness. Johnson may have been the champ but he was
still a "nigger" and it was extremely impolite for a "nigger,"
champion or not, to dictate terms to a white man. Since Jack
disagreed with these conventions, he disregarded them, especially
when it came to O'Brien. If fighters didn't want to come to him
because he was black, that was their problem, not his. This was a
policy which Jack intended to enforce for any challenger, including
Jeffries.

On May 19th in Philadelphia, he faced O'Brien, whom he
outweighed by 44 pounds, in a six round, no-decision bout. He did
not seriously train for this fight and he showed no motivation to
give a good performance. He was heavier than ever and seemed slow
and out of condition. The press thought that Jack was overweight.
Versus Burns he had weighed 192 lbs. On this night he weighed 205.
But his weight was not really a problem as much as his attitude.
Jack could easily carry the extra pounds; he would not fight at a
lower weight for the remainder of his career. The fight went the
full six rounds and although Pennsylvania law prohibited decisions,
the newspaper verdict was that the fight was a draw - a decision
which critics claimed harmed Johnson's "pretensions as a champion."
Unless the fighters agreed in advance to adhere to the newspaper
decision, this verdict meant nothing to their records, only their
reputations. However, the newspaper decision was important since
this determined how bets would be paid. In this regard, the
consensus decision of ringside reporters can be seen as a precursor
to the modern three judge panel. To the press and spectators it was
clear that Johnson's only reason for stepping into the ring was to
pick up his purse. He got his money's worth. The spectators did
not. O'brien was the busier fighter which might be considered
appropriate since he also earned more, $6000 to Johnson's
$5100.

Johnson's reputation as a lazy fighter seemed to be confirmed by
this fight. This reputation which had followed him from San
Franciscof may have been based more on bias than reality, but the
fight against O'Brien did nothing to change anyone's view. In this
case he may indeed have been lazy, the evidence for which was
simply being unable to achieve more than a draw against a lesser
opponent. Or he may have just been cautious since Jack had little
to gain by being aggressive. Johnson's main objective was to avoid
being knocked out, since this was the only way he could lose his
title in a 6 round no decision bout. Conversely, O'Brien wanted
nothing more than to knock out the champ. In such a scenario, one
might have expected the fight to play out just as it did. Johnson
was not a toe-to-toe fighter anyway, and it certainly did not make
any sense for him to be overly aggressive in this situation. In
fact, while it may have been disappointing for the customers, is
was a testament to Johnson's ability that he could deal with
O'Brien for 6 rounds with little training.

He spent his $5000 purse quickly - $3000 on a roadster and $1800
on a diamond ring. That didn't leave much for other necessary
expenses like booze and women. To make matters worse, almost
immediately after the fight the sheriff attached one of Johnson's
other cars to settle a civil suit which had been filed by his
former "wife" Clara Kerr (aka Sadie) to collect an outstanding debt
of $406. Johnson's lawyer argued to no avail that the car belonged
to Little, not Johnson. Left with no other choice, Jack paid the
debt with cash in his pocket then took off for New York. On the way
there, in Elizabeth, NJ, he crashed his new car into a tree.

Trouble with cars and overdue bills put Jack on the wrong side
of the law on a regular basis. His rap sheet for the next 20 days
went like this: May 30th, arrested for speeding. June 2nd, fined
for speeding. June 9, sued for collection of debt. Also on June 9th
he crashed his car again. Money went out faster than it came in, so
Jack had to fight just to keep pace. His next pay day would be
courtesy of Tony Ross in Pittsburgh on June 30th. It was another
uninspired performance, but this time he at least got the newspaper
decision.

With the Ketchel fight ahead of him and the need to recuperate
from excessive partying, Johnson determined that he would need some
rest and light training, so he rented a cabin for himself and his
motley crew of sports, sporting girls and sparring partners at
Cedar Lake, outside of Chicago, where he could run and row for
conditioning. But this was no serious training camp and the party
train did not stop. Women, booze, gambling and fast cars were part
of the camp. During that summer Jack was arrested twice more for
speeding and reckless driving and once again he crashed his car,
this time with serious consequences. On July 16th, he and George
Little were racing cars carrying passengers on a track in Crown
Point, Indiana. With Johnson in the lead, Little tried to pass on
the inside of a sharp turn. He lost control and crashed into
Johnson, sending both violently into a ditch and severely injuring
one of the girls who was along for the ride. Jack was a menace
behind the wheel; his addiction to speed was a threat to public
safety, but he loved cars so much that he refused to change his
ways.

On July 17, Johnson was supposed to meet Jeffries in Chicago to
discuss the terms of their proposed fight, but Johnson was late
leaving the lake and the meeting was canceled. Instead Jeffries
released a statement naming Sam Berger as his manager and
delegating to him the right to negotiate on his behalf. Berger was
Jeff's sparring partner but he had also been the president and
matchmaker for the Western Athletic Club in San Francisco, so he
knew the fight game and was capable of handling Jeff's boxing
affairs while Jeff was busy with Vaudeville. Jeffries' theater tour
would rap up on July 25 and from there he would travel to Europe.
But before departing from New York he posted a forfeit of $5000 and
stated that he would post $5000 more when articles were signed. A
forfeit was simply a guarantee that you would not back out of the
fight. If you did, as the term implied, you would forfeit that
amount. The total of $10,000 would become a side bet if and when
the two met. "I have posted the sum to show my friends that I am in
earnest in my declaration that I am willing to defend the title of
heavyweight champion in a fight with Jack Johnson," Jeffries said.
Furthermore, he stated that he would be physically ready to fight
in 5 months.

But he was not as "earnest" as he pretended. First of all, he
had wavered in his decision to mount a comeback even after he had
publicly announced that he would. Three months after the dramatic
announcement of his return, he changed his mind, stunning his fans
with the following statement: "I won't fight Johnson for I have
decided to quit the fighting game. I can't get into my old class,
and, besides, I don't want to fight a colored man. I would like to
see the championship go to a white man. There are plenty of men who
can trim this man Johnson. The fans can count me out, though."
These were sincere words resulting from a realistic self
evaluation. It was delusional to think that he might regain his
championship caliber. Jeffries truly did not wish to fight again.
His vaudeville promoter couldn't have been too pleased, but it
probably didn't make much difference since the tour was nearly
over. A cynic might point out that Jeffries had merely led the
public on about his fight intentions to sell show tickets, which is
exactly what he had been advised to do a few months earlier by his
mentor, Dewitt Van Court. Yet, almost immediately after making this
statement, he changed his mind back. Since this is prizefighting,
speculation as to why must incline toward deviousness. Perhaps it
was at this point that the plan for a fix began to take shape. One
prevalent notion was that Johnson could be persuaded to lay down.
Then, as as soon as he was "defeated," Jeffries would go back into
retirement, Johnson would re-assume the title and everyone would be
happy. This was a tidy and appealing solution to the problems
facing this fight. There was also the possibility that Johnson
would lose before Jeffries could get in shape. Jeffries
demonstrated no urgency to prepare himself and while his
procrastination might get him off the hook, it would also
disappoint a lot of sports who wanted this fight to take place.
Fortunately for them, there didn't appear to be any serious
candidates on the horizon that could beat Johnson. In any case,
there was no compelling reason for Jeff to back out of the fight
just yet since he still had a few cards to play.

By posting a forfeit in advance of a negotiated deal, Jeffries
had seized the initiative from Johnson. It was a brilliant public
relations move that made Jeffries look good and reinforced his
claim that it was he, and not Johnson, who was the champion.
Normally fighters negotiated the forfeit amount as part of the
fight contract and as yet there was no contract. Further, it was
the champion's place to dictate to the challenger the amount of
forfeit money required to get a shot at the title. While it should
not have been the case, the issue of who was the true champion was
muddled and now that Jeffries had posted his forfeit, Johnson would
have to match, not an easy thing to do for the chronically cash
strapped fighter. If he didn't match, then it would look like Jack
didn't want to fight despite the fact that a forfeit had virtually
no meaning unless terms had been signed; if the fighters could not
agree on a contract, neither would lose the money they had posted.
After posting the forfeit Jeffries said, "Now, if Jack wants to
make good… ,which is what he has been talking about, let him put up
his money." Johnson complained that the amount was onerous and that
it was a ploy to avoid fighting him. Nevertheless, he managed to
raise the money and post his $5000 forfeit with a Chicago
sportswriter a few days later. After he had beaten Burns, Johnson
had boasted that he was the champion and that he would dictate the
terms. So far, things weren't working out quite as expected.

Shortly after Jeffries departed for Europe, Sam Berger arrived
in Chicago to negotiate with Johnson. Present at Johnson's side was
George Little, his ersatz manager, but it was Johnson who did the
negotiating and Johnson who ultimately signed the contract. He was
his own man and he didn't need or trust someone else with his
business affairs, especially his manager. It was justifiable
paranoia; he had been buffaloed by enough white men in his life to
know better. Jeffries, on the other hand, always negotiated through
his manager and it was his manager who signed contracts on his
behalf. But, if you assign your manager this responsibility and
then disown his actions you might really piss him off, which is
exactly what happened when Billy Delaney signed Jeffries to fight
Bill Squires in Rhyolite, Nevada in 1907. Jeffries claimed that
Delaney didn't have his permission to sign for this bout and the
resulting dispute caused a permanent estrangement between the two
men.

This time Berger would be negotiating on Jeffries' behalf while
he was in Carlsbad (formerly part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire,
today, the Czech Republic) visiting Europe's most famous spa. With
his theater tour finished, Jeff had gone to Carlsbad to relax away
from the meddlesome U.S. Press and to get in condition under the
auspices of some of the world's finest medical professionals. There
he could mingle with Europe's elite without the threat of being
disturbed.

In the negotiations, Berger proposed his terms. Johnson
declined. Johnson proposed his terms. Berger accepted. The main
points were that the fight would take place within eight months and
bids from promoters would be accepted within 60 days. Johnson was
willing to leave the purse structure up to Jeffries; whether it be
60-40, 75-25, or winner take all, made no difference to Jack. He
was calling Jeff's bluff. In sales, this would be called a "trial
close." If the prospective buyer accepts either of the three
propositions, it indicates that he really does want the deal and
only needs to be "closed." However, when Jeff learned of the signed
contract, he chose none of them. Instead, he repudiated it in a
short cable from Carlsbad which stated that Berger had no right to
sign on his behalf. The deal was off. The frustrated Berger penned
a long letter to Jeffries with a full explanation of the contract
and its terms. Twenty days later he received a telegram which he
displayed to the press so that no one would doubt its authenticity
or Jeffries' sincerity. It read. "Agreement satisfactory. Inform
newspapers your action authorized by me." - Jeffries. The fight was
on, or so it seemed.

Johnson still had some fights ahead of him. Promoter "Sunny" Jim
Coffroth planned to match him with Stanley Ketchel in October. In
preparation for that, Coffroth added a 10 round tuneup for Johnson
with Al Kaufman in San Francisco. The Kaufman fight would not be
scheduled for a championship distance of 25 or 45 rounds, but
rather would be a 10 round no-decision bout. The light-punching
Kaufman could only win the championship in the unlikely event that
he knocked Johnson out. Otherwise, if the fight went the complete
ten rounds, Johnson would retain his title. It didn't promise to be
very exciting for the fans, but it would be good preparation for
the 20 rounder with Ketchel. Tickets were sold at bargain basement
prices. Jackson weighed in at his heaviest yet, 209 pounds, but had
no problem with Kaufman who managed to land only two blows through
the entire fight. The Associated Press awarded him a comfortable
newspaper decision and reported that "it appeared as though Johnson
could have ended the fight at any time."

No such lack of fireworks was expected when Johnson met Stanley
Ketchel, the middleweight champion who was known as the "Michigan
Assassin." Despite being outweighed by 35 pounds, Stanley was not a
man to take lightly. Ketchel was a vicious tough guy who had been
orphaned at the age of 14 when both his parents were murdered. He
grew up as a hobo, scrounging and fighting to survive before
eventually gaining employment in Montana as a bouncer and then a
prizefighter. While Johnson could expect nothing less from him than
a tooth and nail brawl, the great middleweight, realistically, had
little chance against Johnson.

Should Ketchel upset Johnson, probably no one would be more
pleased than Jeffries who would then be off the hook. Jeff had
stated repeatedly - and it was part of his agreement with Johnson -
that if Jack were to lose, their fight was off. There would no
longer be any point to a Jeffries - Johnson fight. As an aside,
this opinion manifests an interesting insight into Jeffries' and
white society's double standard about the championship. Only
through white-brained logic could Jeffries be seen as the current
champion, yet he was. Further, in order for another white man to
win the belt, he wouldn't have to beat Jeffries, but rather
Johnson! So, if Ketchel were to win, he would be the champion
because Jeffries would re-retire. If Ketchel were to lose, Jeffries
would remain unretired and therefore still be the champ!

The Ketchel-Johnson fight was not entirely on the up and up but
to what extent and to what purpose is not clear. It would be filmed
and "Sunny" Jim wanted to make sure he got his money's worth, or so
he claimed, and therefore he didn't want Jack to KO Ketchel early.
But, based on Johnson's history, especially his most recent fights,
and the fact that Johnson and Ketchel were friends, an early
knockout seemed extremely unlikely. Something smelled rotten.

Allegedly, some sort of arrangement had been made for the fight
to go long enough to make worthwhile the very expensive proposition
of filming. To this end, three arrangements have been alleged.
Either Johnson and Ketchel agreed to go the distance with Johnson
getting the decision, or Johnson agreed to carry Ketchel for at
least 10 rounds, or a simulated knockout was planned for the 12th.
That there would be no early knockout was common knowledge as the
odds were even money that the fight would go more than 15 rounds.
Jack was a solid favorite, but still an enormous value based on an
accurate assessment of his chances, at 10 to win 4.11.2 Before
the fight, George Little was bragging to ringsiders that Johnson
would knock Ketchel out in the 12th round and as late as the 10th,
he was offering to take bets that the fight would not go 15
rounds.

The show commenced with a rousing, emotional reception for
Ketchel which so overwhelmed the ruffian that tears welled in his
eyes as he sat on his stool. Ketchel may have been inspired, but
Johnson dominated the fight, once again carrying his opponent into
the later rounds. He dropped Ketchel in the 2nd and the 6th and
then let up. As the fighters waltzed toward the 12th, one of the
most intriguing fight sequences in boxing history was about to
occur. The 12th round began with Johnson looking completely in
control but also lackadaisical and unprepared for any possible
attack from the battered Ketchel. Suddenly, someone in Ketchel's
corner yelled "NOW, " to which Ketchel responded by launching a
vicious right hand with all his remaining power. Jack managed to
slip the brunt of the blow by bobbing down and to the left. The
punch grazed his right temple and Johnson went down, falling
forward more from an effort to elude the blow than from the damage
it inflicted. Johnson slowly got to his feet, giving Ketchel a few
seconds to consider the consequences of his audacity. Arising from
one knee, he looked more like predator than prey and not the least
bit wounded. As Ketchel again rushed in to "finish" Johnson, Jack
unleashed a blinding combination including one of the most brutal
right hands ever seen in boxing. He threw the right with so much
force that he stumbled and rolled over the falling Ketchel, who had
been instantly knocked unconscious. Blood gushed from the holes in
Ketchel's mouth left by the two dislodged front teeth which were
now embedded in Johnson's glove. The hushed crowd feared that
Ketchel had been killed and a priest was summoned to give the last
blessing.

In a fight that had seemed to by meandering toward a less
climactic finish, the unexpected outburst of mayhem was explained
two different ways. First, Ketchel had thrown the haymaker in
violation of their agreement and with the hope that he could KO the
unsuspecting champion. The double-crossed and angry Johnson, having
been surprised by Ketchel's treachery, then responded with
overwhelming force. The following year, after having split with
Johnson, Little presented a different version which fit perfectly
with his pre-fight bragging. He claimed that the sequence had been
rehearsed and a 12th round KO was in the works from the start. This
was also the view of many cynical ringside fans who opined
immediately after the contest that the knockout seemed scripted.
According to Little, Ketchel felt incapable of faking a knockout
and therefore, at his request, Johnson would have to really tag
him. If that's the case, he got more than he bargained for.

Further evidence of a fix can be inferred from the known
financial terms of the fight. The loser's share of the purse was
not much more than the $5000 side bet he had with Johnson.
Therefore, since he lost the bout, he earned just enough to offset
that bet. Essentially, the public financial arrangements meant that
it was an all or nothing for Stanley and yet within days of losing
the fight, he purchased a new $6500 luxury automobile, which
suggests that he must have collected on some significant bets
elsewhere. He also won $700 from Johnson in a crap game the evening
after the fight!

Whatever the plan, the result was a gravely injured Ketchel
splattered on the canvas. Johnson shed his usually cocky ring
demeanor and displayed genuine distress at the condition of his
prostrate friend. He finally had shown the violence, power, and
aggression that fans had been complaining he lacked and the result
was disturbing. The image of a black man standing over the fallen
body of an unconscious white man did not sit well with the masses.
Biographer Finis Farr describes the Catch-22 which Johnson faced.
"Jack had reached a relationship with the public in which whatever
he did was wrong; if he merely kept order in the ring he was lazy,
if he damaged his opponents, he was a brute." As it turned out, the
priest was not needed since the resilient Ketchel regained
consciousness after nearly 30 minutes on the canvas. However, in
the public's mind, the brutality of this knockout of a white man by
a black brute could not be forgotten nor forgiven. The white race,
however, had run out of canon fodder. Only Jeffries remained to
exact revenge. For Ketchel, who retained the middleweight title,
the future looked bright. Alas, he would not live to see the first
anniversary of his bout with Johnson. Instead the 24 year old was
murdered on October 15, 1910 while still the reigning middleweight
champion. His two front teeth, which Johnson knocked out of his
mouth, became a weird souvenir for his manager Willus Britt who had
them converted into a pair of dice.

When Jim Jeffries departed for Europe, he stated that he would
be gone for five weeks. Instead it was nearly eleven. He had left
New York weighing 235. At the spa in Carlsbad, he dropped another
10 pounds, putting him nearly at his fighting weight which had been
220 when he retired in 1905. Additionally, the doctors at the spa
resort pronounced him fit. He left Carlsbad in no hurry to return
to the United States and face the press maelstrom. Instead he
elected to spend a few weeks relaxing in France and England,
playing the horses, visiting wineries, and touring the Louvre.
Johnson was beginning to think he might never return but of course
he did. He couldn't stall forever. In October, Jeff finally left
Europe, arriving in New York Harbor aboard the Lusitania on October
22. Immediately he was questioned about Johnson to which he
responded by saying, "I care not about Johnson. That nigger has
made more noise and done less than any man I know." Done less? What
more could he do? Four days earlier, a cartoon had shown Jeffries
standing in a road with Johnson barreling down on him in speeding
automobile. Beside the road was a fence, on the other side of which
stood a snorting bull labeled "public opinion." Jeffries had two
choices, "climb or fight." Neither looked especially appealing.





























Chapter 12
The Lowest Bid Wins





"He who has known best how to employ the fox has
succeeded best." -Machiavelli

 

Terms of the contract which Sam Berger and Jack Johnson signed
on August 11 and which Jeffries repudiated, had expired before
Jeffries returned from Europe. The press was beginning to question
Jeffries sincerity and like Johnson, started to doubt if he really
wanted to fight. "I have been chasing Jeffries across the continent
for months. It seems to me to be the old case of Tommy Burns all
over again. I have to trail people to get them into matches," said
Johnson. However, Jim Corbett, who was helping Jeff with his
conditioning, arrived in New York several days ahead of the retired
champion and assured the waiting press that Jeffries was now
definitely committed to fight the black man. "The public may have
believed that he was bluffing, but it was due to Jeffries' desire
to see if he could fit himself for the ring." Much of the press
remained skeptical but on his arrival in New York, Jeffries assured
them he intended to fight and that he would sign a contract that
week. He was true to his word.

Johnson and George Little, along with a pair of prostitutes,
Belle Schreiber and Lillian St. Clair, left San Francisco shortly
after the Ketchel fight to chase down Jeffries. On the eve of their
departure, Jack who had already had several speeding and reckless
driving incidents while in California, decided to speed down Market
Street. The broad and straight thoroughfare tempted him with an
opportunity he could not resist, especially now that it was rid of
traffic in preparation for the massive Don Gaspar de Portola
Festival parade. Jack managed to bypass the police barricades and
barrel down Market just before the parade started. The following
day in court, Jack disdainfully remarked. "I'd as soon speed down
Market street as not. Market street is a nice big street, and when
I feel like going fast I'm just going to let her out. Oh, yes there
were some people on the street, but I never killed anybody yet. I
know it's against the law but what's the difference?"

Jack paid his fine and his entourage escaped San Fransisco
heading east on the Overland Limited. In a pleasant and unexpected
change of attitude, Jeffries said he not only wanted the fight, he
was accommodating. All the stonewalling and obstacles had melted
away.

Johnson and Jeffries met along with Berger, Little, and a
handful of attorneys in New York to finalize the deal. The main
points were as follows: They will fight forty-five rounds or more
for the heavyweight championship of the world for a club,
organization or person that offers the "best financial inducement"
with the purse to be divide 75 percent to the winner and 25 percent
to the loser. Both fighters were required to post $10,000 : $5000
as the forfeit and $5000 as a side wager. "Bids for the contest
must be submitted on December 1, 1909, at 3 PM. at the Hotel
Albany, New York City." The agreement required that the fight be
held before July 5, 1910; the preferred date was obviously July
4th. The negotiations between the fighters went more smoothly than
one would have expected based on the last eight months of rhetoric.
The meeting lasted a mere two hours. Both Jeffries and Johnson, in
a requisite display of pugilistic bravado, expressed their desire
for a winner take all purse distribution but were saved from their
foolhardiness by George Little who prudently insisted on a 75-25
split and thus guaranteed that at least the managers would get
their cut. Certainly Jeffries could not afford to openly offer a
share of the purse to Johnson. Such an offer would be frowned upon
as either a lack of confidence or unnecessary magnanimity towards
the presumptuous Negro. Thankfully, managers, by inserting a little
common sense and fiduciary responsibility into negotiations,
protect their fighters from the financial pitfalls of feigned
masculinity. With fight matters settled, Johnson was free to begin
an east coast theater tour.

The race was now officially on among the promoters. From the
start, Tex Rickard was seemingly at a disadvantage. He had a plan,
but it required plenty of cash which he didn't have. Reportedly, it
had been his idea to subject the fight to a bidding process. The
original and expired contract between Jeffries and Johnson merely
stipulated that the fight go to the club "offering the best
inducements" but the new contract specified a gathering of
promoters with an opening of sealed bids at a predefined time and
place. By bringing all the contenders together at one time, a deal
could be done and finalized without threat of some unforeseen event
destroying the deal later on. It was a format which gave Rickard a
better chance than he would otherwise have. The winning promoter
would be selected at a set time in the presence of both fighters
who would also be immediately available to sign the contract. There
would be no opportunity for retraction of the bid or resubmission
after all the promoters' initial bids were unsealed and read. Tex
Rickard was gambling that he could win with this process.
Otherwise, without it, he and everybody else would be at the mercy
of the Coffroth Trust, a collection of San Francisco promoters
headed by Jim Coffroth.

Jim Coffroth was the most powerful promoter in San Francisco and
since only California held championship fights, this made him the
most powerful promoter in the United States. San Francisco had
other fight promoters in name, but not in fact. The city had a
policy of granting a license to promote boxing matches to a
different promoter every month. In theory, this would prevent
Coffroth from dominating the sport. Yet for years every applicant
had merely been a Coffroth agent. Every promoter who obtained the
monthly license was merely acting on his behalf. It was this group
of promoters that became known as the Coffroth Trust. Around the
time leading up to the Jeffries-Johnson fight, this system was
beginning to crack. Coffroth's power depended heavily on support
from the City Board of Supervisors and he had lost some of his
allies in recent elections. To avoid having to deal with San
Francisco politics, he had built a private arena in Colma, just
outside of San Francisco's city limits. This is where the
Johnson-Ketchel fight had taken place. Nevertheless, Coffroth was
still recognized as the boss of Bay Area boxing and the Coffroth
Trust still existed. Members of that trust were heavily intertwined
with Jim Jeffries. One of those promoters, Jack Gleason, already
had a promotional contract with Jeffries. Another, Sam Berger, was
Jim Jeffries' manager. So it was expected that the triumvirate of
Coffroth, Gleason, and Berger would win the promotional battle. The
key to the deal was the relationship of Gleason and Berger in which
Berger was to be a silent partner in the promotion of his own
fighter! With such a gross conflict of interest, Berger knew whom
to select as the promoter regardless of how the bids unfolded. No
matter how generous the other promoters' bids were, it would be
extremely difficult to overcome the San Francisco group.

Many developments were attributed to Coffroth's behind the
scenes machinations including providing the impetus to finally
bring Johnson and Jeffries together. Just prior to the October 29th
meeting at which Johnson and Jeffries finally negotiated a
contract, both men had met with Coffroth. It seems quite possible
that he smoothed out any issues which might have been keeping the
fighters apart.

While Gleason and the Coffroth Trust may have had Jeffries
locked up, no promoter had been able to sign up Jack Johnson. So,
before heading to the promoters rendezvous Tex paid a visit to
Johnson in Pittsburgh where his vaudeville show was currently
playing. It was during this theater stop that Rickard hoped to sign
up the champion. First he hoped to gain the support of "Mrs.
Johnson." Unfortunately, determining which one of Johnson's female
companions was "Mrs. Johnson" could be a difficult proposition. In
Sidney it was Hattie. Then it was Belle. Before both of them it had
been Sadie. To thoroughly confuse matters, Jack had never been
legally married. But this was a modest era. A man could not travel
or live with a woman unless she was his "wife." So when Jack called
a woman "Mrs. Johnson," it was more than just a term of endearment,
it was needed to circumvent the moral standards of the day. Jack
was not the only prizefighter who traveled in the company of
sporting women. Yet, if a fighter expected to live in the same room
as his girl, he had better embrace matrimony in name if not in
spirit.

The timing was serendipitous when Tex showed up at the boarding
house where Jack was staying and Etta Duryea answered the door. Tex
assumed Etta was Jack's wife; why would he think otherwise? But
Jack had only recently met Etta and although she also was not yet
legally his wife, she would become his first.

It was while attending the Vanderbilt Cup auto race in New York
that Johnson met Etta, a respectable women who had just recently
divorced her husband Charles Duryea, a well-to-do, New England
business man. Etta became Johnson's new favorite, his new "wife,"
replacing Belle Schreiber as the focus of his attention. The
jewelery that had adorned Belle as symbols of Jack's favor would be
transferred to Etta. Yet despite Jack's strong feelings toward
Etta, he still preferred to travel with multiple women. From New
York, Johnson traveled to Philadelphia with Etta, Hattie, and
Belle, but the addition of Etta proved troublesome. While
prostitutes had no problem with Johnson's room hopping and multiple
partners, this did not sit especially well with Etta whose addition
to the entourage made travel arrangements difficult and hazardous.
Needless to say, Etta and Belle did not get along and Etta's
presence made life for her and other prostitutes untenable. By the
time they reached Pittsburgh, Belle was out and Etta was in, making
it easy for Rickard to identify her as Jack's "wife."

Tex found Etta at the boarding house and sweet-talked her into
introducing him to her husband. In exchange for her courtesy, he
promised to reward her with a gift of her choosing. A few days
later in New York, Tex presented her with a seal skin coat that
cost him $75. It had one of his better investments. It is also
likely that Jack had gleaned some knowledge about Tex from his
friend Joe Gans, whom Tex had treated fairly when promoting Gans -
Nelson in Goldfield. Of course, Johnson was concerned about being
cheated - he was always concerned about being cheated - to which
Tex replied, "Jack, if you agree to fight for me, I'll see that no
one takes advantage of you." In addition, he asked Jack what else
he could do for him. Johnson asserted that talk was something he
had heard plenty of and he didn't need any more. What he could use
was some cash, perhaps a $1000. Tex pulled a wad of bills from his
pocket and peeled off two thousand dollar bills and a five hundred
dollar bill and handed them to Jack. Clearly, this was a man with
whom Jack could do business. To help Tex in his bid for the fight,
he reciprocated by passing along some valuable information;
Coffroth's bid would include a $100,000 guaranteed purse, so Tex
would have to bid $101,000 if he wanted the fight. Actually, this
was not especially insightful since bids and rumored bids were
regularly publicized and the amount of $100,000 had already become
a benchmark among hopeful promoters.

Once again Rickard was loaded with enough cash to carry out his
plan. He had raised it from Thomas Cole, a copper magnate who was
known to be be generous with his friends and willing to "front
their play" if they had a good idea.

With Johnson sewn up, Tex traveled together with Etta and Jack
to New York for the highly anticipated conference. So many friends
and associates of the fighters, as well as journalists, wanted to
attend the opening of the bids, that the Hotel Albany on Broadway,
could not possibly accommodate the crowd. Jeffries, who would be
performing that evening in a boxing show at Madison Square Garden,
suggested that the proceedings be moved there. It was a grand idea
until the New York Police Commissioner threatened to arrest the
principals for violating New York's anti-prizefighting statute
which not only made prizefighting illegal but also the promotion of
prizefighting. So, in a move reminiscent of the old bare-knuckle
days when fighters were chased from one jurisdiction to another,
the gathering of promoters was hastily changed to Meyer's Hotel
across the Hudson in Hoboken, New Jersey. A ship was docked nearby
in case the New Jersey authorities felt a similar compunction to
harass the participants. Thankfully, they did not.

Crowds began jamming into the Meyers hotel long before the
scheduled 11 o'clock gathering. Hours behind schedule, the
promoters finally arrived and switched the scene away from the
crowd at Meyers to Naegeli's hotel across the street. The small
meeting room could not accommodate all who wished admittance
including most of the press who were left cooling their heels in
the adjoining room. Six promoters or their representatives along
with Jack Johnson, George Little, and Sam Berger were seated around
a long rectangular table that was really three small square tables
pushed together. Jeffries did not attend.

The man in charge of opening and reading the bids was the
temporary stakeholder, Bob Murphy. The first of six large envelopes
to be opened was that of "Tuxedo" Ed Graney. He presented three
impressive options to the fighters, the most stunning of which was
ninety percent of the gate and all the money from the film rights.
The film rights would be the wild card in every deal and the trick
to figuring out the best offer would be to estimate the the value
of those rights. At this stage, estimates ranged from $200,000 to
$400,000 but later, as the fight approached, Harper's Weekly
estimated that the value of the moving pictures could be as high as
$1,000,000, providing Jeffries won. In any case, the film money
might easily swamp the live gate. Without knowing anything else, it
would seem difficult to top "Tuxedo Ed's" offer. As was stipulated
in the fight contract, Graney's proposal included a $5000 certified
check.

Coffroth's and Jack Gleason's bid was next and a few days
earlier it would have been hard to believe that their guarantee of
$125,000 would be seen as a weak bid, yet it offered no share of
the critical film rights. Coffroth and Gleason also made a total of
three nuanced options, the best of which was a $75,000 guarantee
with 2/3 of the film rights. Still, this could not top Graney whose
bid looked like the one to beat. But then, Graney didn't have
Jeffries; Gleason did.

Hugh McIntosh, the Australian promoter of Johnson - Burns, was
represented by an associate who presented bids of varying amounts,
but the only bid that was remotely competitive required that the
fight be held in Australia, which was a non-starter. And even if
the fights were held there, the film rights were not competitive.
McIntosh had no chance.

The excitement was just beginning because now it was Rickard's
turn. The man who was not even mentioned by the press during the
lead up to the meeting, who had to be considered a longshot at
best, would steal the show. He wore a light colored suit so that he
would stand out from the sea of dark attire which surrounded him;
readers of the next day's papers would have no difficulty spotting
him in a black and white press photo. As he watched Murphy unseal
the envelope containing his bid, Tex proclaimed, "You had better be
careful with that envelope, Mr. Murphy. It contains money." Murphy
emptied the contents - the written proposal, a check for $5000, as
stipulated, and an additional fifteen $1000 bills worth of good
faith money. The room was abuzz. When Johnson saw all that cash his
eyes lit up. Yet there was more to come. Murphy read the proposal.
"G. L. Rickard, of Ely Nevada and John J. Gleason, San Francisco,
submit… ." It was a stunning development! Gleason had joined forces
with Rickard. There was a triple
alliance but the third member was Rickard, not Coffroth. Rickard
had made a deal with Gleason which had stolen him and Jeffries away
from "Sunny Jim." On the surface it was a partnership so difficult
to believe that for months afterward the press surmised that
Coffroth remained the hidden power behind this alliance. But
Coffroth truly was out of the promotion. Rickard had snagged
Gleason with an audacious offer that only a man like Rickard would
make. Without putting up a cent, Gleason would share in 50% of the
profits including the promoters share of the film revenue. How
could he say no? Not only did Rickard have Johnson, he now had
Jeffries too, meaning his bid didn't have to be as good as
Graney's. It didn't have to be as good as anybody's since the
bidding process had effectively been rendered a meaningless show.
Tex bid $101,000 plus two thirds of the movie rights. It was a good
bid, but it didn't add up to what Graney had offered or what
McCarey of the Pacific Athletic Club in Los Angeles was about to
offer. But it didn't make any difference. After all the bids were
revealed, the meeting was adjourned so that the fighters and their
agents could take 24 hours to consider the proposals. The group
would reconvene in the same location on the following day to make
the final announcement, but the announcement of the winning bid was
a mere formality and the adjournment to contemplate the offers, a
mere charade. Rickard and Gleason had secured the fight two days
earlier in a privately negotiated deal. Coffroth understood. That
night he sent a cable to San Francisco which read, "Rickard will
get the big fight, but am not at all disappointed."

The next afternoon, in a closed door meeting, the fighters
announced their selections. Berger, speaking first, disclosed that
Jeffries had selected Rickard and Gleason. Little declared the same
for Johnson. As Bob Murphy began to pronounce the matter settled,
an angry McCarey demanded that Rickard and Gleason's proposal be
read aloud again to show that it was indeed not the best bid. The
slighted McCarey, who had risked his poor health in a cross country
journey, expressed his dissatisfaction. "I was induced to come
across the continent by the representation that everything was to
be above board here. If my bid is not the best, than Eddie Graney's
is." His assessment was accurate but it naturally did nothing to
change the fighters' minds. Berger and Little reasserted their
selection of Rickard and Gleason. The issue was closed.

One more meeting would be held the next day to sign the final
contract. The signing of the contract and the negotiation of the
final details took place in complete secrecy and at its completion
both fighters fled the press in different directions, leaving them
without a comment. Johnson celebrated the signing by blasting his
horn all the way from the hotel to the Hudson river ferry dock,
eliciting curiosity from the citizens of Hoboken who rushed toward
the street to see about the commotion. The contract specified that
the fight would be held July 4, 1910 in either Utah, California or
Nevada. Tex preferred Salt Lake City while Gleason, naturally,
preferred San Francisco. Nevada was an unlikely last option despite
being the only state where finish fights were legal. The true fight
capital of the United States was San Francisco, but hosting a fight
in Coffroth's backyard was not a desirable option for Rickard. The
fighters agreed to commence their training camps 90 days before the
fight and to engage in no other boxing matches in the meantime;
neither Jeffries nor Johnson was permitted to face anyone else
until they first faced each other. Until the start of training
camp, both fighters would remain occupied with theater tours.

Rickard had done a lot of negotiating to get the fight and he
was justifiably pleased, but he asserted that he wasn't in it for
the money. "This will be the biggest thing ever pulled off. I don't
care if I don't make a dollar out of it. The handling of the
biggest fight in the world will be enough glory for me. My ambition
now is to handle the thing right - dead right. It'll be on the
square in every way. I'll guarantee that."

With the fight imminent, the lofty editorial pages of the New
York times felt the need to warn its readers about the risk that
such a battle would pose to racial harmony, especially "if the
negro wins," in which case "thousands of other negroes will wonder
if, in claiming equality with whites, they have not been too
modest." The drawing of the color line in the past had been wise,
as "it is perilous to risk even nominally the right of (the white
race) to exercise dominance… " However, since it was too late to
prevent the fight, even those with "exaggerated horror of
prizefighting as a `brutal' sport should gently warm in their
sensitive minds a little hope that the white man may not lose,
while the rest of us will wait in open anxiety the news that he has
licked -well, since it must be in print, let us say the negro, even
though it is not the first word that comes on the tongue's
tip."

In reality, white America had already lost racial superiority in
the boxing ring but either no one seemed to realize it or they
stubbornly refused to admit it. A black man had been the champion
of the world for nearly a year and there had been little
destructive influence on so called "racial harmony" other than to
give a modicum of hope and pride to some of society's most
oppressed citizens. If there was to be a further risk to whites, it
was of their own delusional making. Rather than just walking away
from the table, whites preferred to continue playing from a losing
hand. Instead of leaving things alone, they mythologized a retired,
out-of-shape, but formerly great, white champion who would appear,
deus ex
machina, to save the white race. Whites had
convinced themselves that their backs were against the wall, that
they could not afford to lose, and that Jeffries was a sure
bet.

The upcoming fight would be relentlessly hyped as a titanic
clash of races, leaving little room for objectivity. Rational
thought would be overwhelmed by wishful thinking. A letter to the
editor from a retired Irish fighter expressed dismay at the
"undeserved abuse poured over the 'nigger' by American newspapers"
and warned that no one should doubt Johnson's mental and physical
superiority. The writer accused Jeffries of being a charlatan and
he didn't doubt that Johnson would win the fight. Yet, he was a
voice in the wilderness. Most Americans believed that Johnson was
mentally and physically inferior and conversely believed in
Jeffries' invincibility. There would be others, few and far
between, and equally ignored, who questioned the competitiveness of
this matchup but few wanted to acknowledge the truth. Why would
they? A mismatch would sell neither tickets nor newspapers. A
gigantic clash between racial archetypes would.























Chapter 13
California Here We Come




 

"Let me paint for you the Imperial City of San
Francisco: part Paris, part Dodge City; literate and boorish,
libertine and feudal, a soiled Mecca, a beacon for those who had
grown weary of the broken promises. San Francisco had invigorated
the dream and become the new America." -James
Dalessandro

 

The "fight of the century" was officially on. All that remained
was to pick the location. Rickard was adamant about Salt Lake City
despite the fact that prizefights were against the law there. But
Salt Lake City resembled San Francisco because fights regularly
took place despite their prohibition. Gleason, on the other hand
insisted on San Francisco, which led to an openly publicized feud
between the promoters. Tex forthrightly and tactlessly said that
what his partner Gleason wanted didn't matter since he didn't put
up any of the money. Gleason, meanwhile, insisted that the fight
should and would take place in his hometown because that's where
Jeffries wanted it. To Johnson the location didn't matter much and
he quite reasonably sided with Rickard by saying that since Rickard
was the man with the money, he would fight wherever he wanted.
Rickard had long ago developed the habit of lying about promotional
developments. These were promoter's lies, expected and acceptable
for business reasons. This time he proclaimed that "the Jeffries -
Johnson bout will be held in Salt Lake City" even though Utah's
governor had clearly stated his opposition. According to Rickard,
he had the support of numerous Salt Lake City businessmen who were
convinced that it was possible to host the fight there. Reportedly,
Salt Lake City "mining interests", which might simply mean Thomas
Cole, had financially backed Rickard's bid in hopes that the fight
might be pulled off in Salt Lake. And while the governor may have
been opposed, legal opinions provided hope that Utah's
anti-prizefight statute was not so airtight as to prohibit a
"boxing match." Tex owed it to his backers to do everything in his
power to stage the bout in Salt Lake City. However, what Gleason
had said was true: Jeffries and Berger wanted San Francisco which,
after all, was the fight capital of America. It would be difficult
to go against their wishes.

Trying to host the championship battle in Utah looked similar to
Dan Stuart's attempt to host the Corbett - Fitzsimmons bout in
Texas thirteen years earlier. Both Stuart and Rickard were counting
on business support to prevail against ambiguous state law and an
opposition governor. If Tex had paid any attention to history, he
must have known that the odds were overwhelmingly against him.

At the same time that Tex was declaring that Salt Lake City was
the place, George Little knew better. Declining to play along with
Tex, he publicly contradicted him by saying that Utah Governor
William Spry would never allow the fight to take place in his
state. In fact, Little had already made arrangements for Johnson to
train at Seal Rock Pavilion in San Francisco. Apparently, everyone
knew the fight would take place there except for Rickard who was
doing all he could to avoid it. Tex was an outsider to the
political machine that ruled boxing in the Bay Area and even with
Gleason supposedly on his side, he preferred not to face the
intrigues of the Barbary Coast.

Tex insisted that the fight would take place in Salt Lake City
until February 9, when Utah Attorney General Job P. Lyon, on behalf
of governor Spry, settled matters by announcing publicly that the
fight could not be held in Utah. Rickard had bluffed, cajoled and
prophesied to no avail; the fight would be in San Francisco after
all, just as everyone had anticipated. The prospect did not make
Tex happy, but Gleason convinced him that, with his help, things
would go smoothly. Most importantly, Gleason assured Rickard that
there would be no opposition from California's governor, James N.
Gillett.

As the winter began to wind down, both Johnson and Jeffries were
finishing up their theatrical engagements. Jeffries planned to cut
short his tour, ending it a few days early on February 12th in
Duluth Minnesota. Then he would take some time off to do a little
hunting before opening his training camp on April 1 in compliance
with the fight contract which required both fighters to commence
training at least 90 days before the July 4th bout. Jeff's
popularity had made his show such an overwhelming success that its
producer, H.H. Frazee13.1, quickly signed Jeffries to a monstrous
$150,000 contract for a post fight tour. The only condition was
that he defeat Johnson. The stakes for the bout were mounting. By
historical standards, even the loser of the Jeffries - Johnson
match would do extremely well, but the combination of increased
film revenue and the $150,000 Vaudeville contract made victory
worth at least $300,000 more for Jeffries.

Like the king in a traveling medieval court, Jeffries was fawned
over and feted at nearly every stop of his traveling show, but for
Johnson, things did not always go so smoothly. Despite Jack's
celebrity, he was still a "nigger" in the eyes of theater managers
who treated him and other black performers shabbily. When, in the
dead of winter, in Terre Haute, Jack was expected to perform in a
frigid theater wearing shorts, he balked. Disgusted with the
treatment he was receiving, he abandoned the show and fled to the
train station intent on catching the next train to Columbus. The
theater's director responded by placing a lien on his bags. As the
police approached Johnson in the station, he jumped on his trunks
and defied the police to confiscate his possessions. "I'll hit the
first man that touches me, " he shouted. His boldness did nothing
to protect his bags. It did serve to get him arrested.

In early February, Johnson was scheduled to perform in Detroit,
but an advance agent for Barney Gerard's theater company could not
secure rooms for the beleaguered prizefighter. Suspiciously, every
hotel in town was fully booked every night during the show's run.
On the day before the first performance, desperate to find rooms,
Gerard was forced to put an advertisement into the local
newspapers. And as no hotel would accommodate Johnson, Gerard
resorted to renting a private residence. While such inconveniences
were standard fare for non-white travelers well into the civil
rights era, Detroit's hoteliers went further out of their way than
normal to be inhospitable to Johnson.

When Jack performed he was not always greeted politely. During
one performance at the Eighth Avenue Theater in New York, the
manager felt compelled to chastise the hissing and booing crowd for
the lack of respect it was showing the champion.

More significantly, just a few days later, Johnson was arrested
in the dressing room of the same theater and charged with second
degree assault for the beating of a man named Norman Pindar. In a
bizarre story that seemed plausible only because it involved
alcohol, the scrawny, 125 pound Pindar claimed that Jack had beaten
him because he had offered to buy Jonson a beer - rather than
champagne - at a local night club frequented by black sporting men.
Apparently, the champion no longer condescended to drink beer,
preferring sparkling wine instead. The men traded insults, one
thing led to another, and before long, Pindar found himself on the
ground where Jack, allegedly, finished him off with a kick to the
head. Johnson denied that he had pummeled Pindar and attributed the
charge to his enemies who were attempting to sabotage the upcoming
bout. Nevertheless, Pindar's physical appearance lent credence to
his story. Covered in bandages, he clearly looked the part of an
assault victim.

The problem Johnson now faced - as well as everybody else
involved in the Jeffries bout - was that if Jack were to be
convicted, he could serve up to five years in jail. The
repercussions of foolhardy nightclub antics risked the cancellation
of the most anticipated boxing match in history. The conventional
wisdom was that, if convicted, he would spend at least enough time
in jail to carry him beyond July 4. So far, Johnson's reckless
behavior was proving to be the greatest risk to Rickard's
investment. At the request of Johnson's attorney, the trial would
be moved ahead on the court's docket as a convenience to the champ.
Otherwise it was likely to fall near the end of April or the
beginning of May, at which time Johnson would be ensconced in
training camp. After one postponement, the trial was scheduled for
March 23rd. Johnson, et al. would have two months to prepare a
defense sufficient to keep him out of jail and available for his
important July 4th appointment.

On the day before the trial, rumors circulated that neither
Pindar nor any other witness would show up. They had all
conveniently disappeared. The disconcerted Attorney General placed
a special subpoena server on the case to track down Pindar and the
other witnesses, but when the time for the trial arrived the
following day, there was no Pindar, no witnesses, only an unhappy
Judge. The D.A. responded by asking Judge Mulqueen for a delay
while Johnson's attorney demanded a dismissal. Not only did the
peeved judge not dismiss the case, he increased Johnson's bail from
$1500 to $5000 and did nothing to disguise the court's pique. "I
believe the court has been trifled with," said Mulqueen. "If Pindar
has been spirited away I propose to find it out. The defendant will
receive no favors." The case would be put back on the calendar as
soon as the witnesses were found. Johnson pleaded with Mulqueen, to
no avail, to lower his bail to $3000 since that was all he had.
Jack spent five hours in a cell until $5000 could be located.
Unable to raise cash, Johnson pledged four vacant lots worth five
thousand dollars instead. When Johnson's attorney began to demand
that the judge accept the real estate, Jack pulled him aside and
told him to "shut up!" He could take no more of his attorney's
forcefulness which was accomplishing nothing but angering the
judge. With his attorney silenced, Jack pleaded deferentially with
Mulqueen to accept the realty bond. Assuaged, the judge deferred to
Johnson's wishes for 24 hours. The next day, Jack showed up in
court, sans lawyer, posted a $5000 cash bond which he had borrowed
from the female owner of a Harlem hotel, and convinced the judge to
let him go. He was free until the trial, which as it turned out,
was never held. The Pindar case would not trouble him again. The
following October when Pindar had still not been located, the case
was dismissed.

Immediately after his release from criminal court, Johnson was
sued by a Buffalo theater owner whose show had been canceled due to
Jack's legal trouble. It was just one more incident in a winter
filled with aggravation and it must have made the routine of
training camp look especially inviting, at least to the promoters.
Once Johnson was safely ensconced at Seal Rock, perhaps the
pitfalls that routinely popped up around him might be avoided.

Jeffries also had occasional legal trouble, but nothing as
threatening to the upcoming fight as the Pindar - Johnson case had
been and nothing that could seriously damage his image. Jeff was no
exception to the dictum that all fighters were gamblers. During the
evening following the 1905 Hart - Root bout in Reno, where Jeff had
refereed and, at least in the eyes of the promoters, passed on his
title, Jeff entertained himself by gambling away more money than
most men earned in ten years. Perhaps it was simply his way of
celebrating the termination of his ring career. And what could be
more fun than losing thousands of dollars on games of chance? But
this was the life of a sport. This is what sports did. In a saloon
and gambling hall know as the Louvre, the roulette table ruthlessly
separated Jeff from the $2500 cash in his pocket. With his cash
gone, Jeff wrote checks so that he could keep playing. Two $2500
checks later, Jeffries finally quit. The checks were torn up in
exchange for a $5000 note owed to the proprietors of the Louvre.
Five years later, Jeffries still had not paid off the note. In
small western towns and mining camps, not paying gambling debts was
a serious misstep which caused many men to be harshly and rapidly
run out of town. Jeffries was not too concerned since he had no
intention of ever returning to Reno. Still, his debt came back to
haunt him in early June when the owners of the Louvre filed suit
against Jeffries in Nevada City, California, a town on the western
slope of the Sierra Nevadas, about half way from Reno to San
Francisco. Jeffries now faced an inconvenient jury trial on June
15. Outside of Nevada, the case drew little attention but the front
page of the Nevada Sate Journal, a newspaper which was clearly not
a Jeffries supporter, splashed a cartoon across its front page with
the caption "Jeffries the Welcher." It also quoted Jeffries
estranged trainer Billy Delaney as saying that he would not train
Jeffries for his fight with Johnson because he would have nothing
to do with a men who would "welch out on a gambling debt." For his
part, Jeffries and his attorney pleaded with the judge to delay the
trial until after the fight, but the mining town's judge understood
the seriousness of Jeffries crime and displayed no sympathy for the
"welcher;" the trial would be held as scheduled on June 15th.
Jeff's attorney further argued two other points. First, the
roulette game had not been run on the level and second, gambling
debts were not enforceable. Well, the judge opined, if they wanted
to argue this as part of Jeffries defense they were welcome to do
so at the trial, but the trial would still be held and Jeffries
would have to appear. Not surprisingly, Jeffries settled with the
Louvre, although the widespread view was that in fact Rickard, who
was friend of the owners, settled the matter by paying Jeff's $5000
debt.

The fight contract compelled the fighters to begin training 90
days before the bout. To Gleason, this meant that Johnson was to
show up at his California training camp. To Johnson, it meant that
he could train wherever he wanted which in this case was a barn
which had been converted into a gymnasium behind the house he had
bought for his mother on Chicago's south side. He said he would not
move to Seal Rock until May 1. Since Gleason viewed Johnson's
presence in San Francisco as an important component of the
promotion, he traveled to Chicago to negotiate an earlier arrival.
They split the difference and Jack agreed to open his California
camp on April 14. In contrast, Jeffries was much more
accommodating. He planned to open his camp at Rowardennan, a resort
in the Santa Cruz Mountains just south of San Francisco, on
schedule in early April. In addition, he showed up in February at a
promotional event in San Francisco that attracted 6000 spectators
who came out to watch him skip rope and shadow box.

In March, Gleason and Rickard determined that the fight would be
held not in San Francisco, but rather across the San Francisco Bay
in Emeryville, at the Emeryville race track, also known as "The
Oakland Track." The California Jockey Club had agreed to allow a
temporary stadium to be built on their grounds. Originally, Tex
proclaimed that the stadium would hold fifty to sixty thousand
spectators and the ticket prices would range from $10 to $100.
Later, he would change his mind and decide on a thirty five
thousand seat arena with tickets prices ranging from $5 to $50,
still a pricey affair considering that even the $5 seats might
equate to several days' wages for the average working man. In
comparison, that same year a ticket to the World Series in Chicago
cost $1.

By the beginning of April everything seemed to be coming
together: The site had been selected in a state that was fight
friendly, Jeffries was ready to open camp at Rowardennan, and
Johnson was training in Chicago. But, the ever vigilant forces of
morality were preparing to oppose this particular fight more
vigorously than they had opposed any before. Yet, the odds were
against the anti-prizefight crusaders because the California and
Barbary Coast political machines did not generally truck with "the
better element." It seemed unlikely that the outpouring of
indignation could have any effect, but this would not stop them
from trying.

With Jeffries arrival at his training camp at Rowardennan in
early April, newspapers could get down to the business of
publishing dreary daily reports about Jeff's physical preparation.
Every day for the next ninety days, readers could expect to read
distressingly and monotonously similar reports about the big man's
condition. Editors must have wondered how many times they could
report that Jeff ran so many miles in the morning, played baseball
or handball afterward, shadowboxed a little, but then really
walloped the heavy bag! Big deal! They could have saved themselves
the trouble and printed the same story forty times. If actual
"training" was not the story then it was that Jeff did not train
today but rather went fishing, followed by an explanation from
Berger, or Choynski, or Corbett, that Jeff was in danger of over
training and that they highly encouraged him to relax away from the
gym. It was big news when Jeff returned from a fishing trip with 80
trout. Much effort went into making these obligatory daily reports
readable but not even the greatest dramatist could enliven the
endless waste of newsprint. To make matters worse, Jeffries wanted
nothing to do with journalists who soon realized that they weren't
going to get any fascinating human interest stories, or any
information at all out of him. Most of the time Jeff's attitude
toward the reappearing throng of reporters was one of icy
indifference if not outright hostility. The newspaper men had
little choice but to make up stories about what a nice and decent
man Jeffries was. It was a conscious effort, of which Rickard
doubtlessly played a role, to make Jeff a likable figure. In the
coming battle between goodness and darkness, the press were
accomplices in crafting his persona into that of a gentle giant and
a clean-cut, upstanding family man.

It was clear from the reports that Jeffries was not training
properly. Journalists, who either knew nothing about boxing or did
not want to question Jeff and his team, gave flattering accounts of
Jeff's fitness and impressive displays of boxing skill. When Jeff
declined to train in lieu of fishing, they accepted the excuses of
his trainers; "Jeff is already sharp and just needs to be kept on
edge" or "we are afraid of him over training." This was absurd.
More than anything, Jeffries needed to spar. Lots of rounds. After
a five year layoff what he needed was hard boxing, preferably real
boxing matches with real opponents, but in lieu of that, a lot of
good quality rounds of sparring. But Jeff didn't spar many rounds
and the rounds he got were of poor quality with lousy sparring
partners that did nothing to challenge him. When Corbett arrived in
Jeff's camp toward the end of May, fans were excited to see the
legendary old enemies face each other in the ring. But this was
more of a senior tour exhibition than hard sparring. On the rare
occasion when Jeff actually donned the gloves, he could have done
better by working with an up-and-comer instead of an antediluvian
boxer turned thespian. While the layman reader might take the word
of journalists who marveled at Jeff's conditioning and believed
everything told to them by the troika of Berger, Choynski, and
Corbett, any student of the game had to question what was afoot.
The lack of sparring and the frequent visits to the trout stream
made Jeffries camp look like a farce but it was a view not widely
held or reported. One story in the New York Times did however quote
a person they termed as an "old time sport" as saying "It does not
look good to me, and it's not the right way to train for a fight
for which so much money will be wagered," but such stories were the
exception, not the rule. As early as January, a bluntly realistic
editorial in the Nevada State Journal complained that the Johnson -
Jeffries bout could not be taken seriously if Jeffries wouldn't
prove himself against a lesser opponent first. Of course, the fight
contract wisely prevented that.

Reports from Johnson's training camp were also filed daily but
demanded much less newspaper space. A typical report about his
running, sparring, etc. would follow directly below a similar
article about Jeffries, the difference being that while Jeff
received several paragraphs of coverage, Johnson typically received
one or two. Despite Johnson's compromise with Gleason and his
promise to make camp at Seal Rock by mid April, Johnson in fact
trained in his Chicago gym until May just as he had originally
claimed he would.

Running parallel to the coverage of the fighters and their
preparation was that of the political and social battle against the
staging of the fight. Reformers who were opposed to prizefighting
had for years been winning the battle against the sport. In the
civilized eastern half of the country, the Puritans had succeeded
in either completely banning fighting or putting sufficient
restrictions on the the sport to prevent championship bouts, which
were typically contested at 25, 45, or unlimited rounds. For the
time being, the west remained outside their influence, but boxing's
enemies and their allies in government and business, were strong
and growing stronger. These same moral crusaders also opposed the
interwoven vices of gambling, drinking, and prostitution and their
efforts to chase sin from American soil would succeed in many
respects, most visibly through the passage of the Mann Act in 1910
and the Prohibition Amendment in 1919. Driven by intense,
self-righteous indignation, the reform movement used the upcoming
"battle of the century" as an opportunity to flex its muscle. If
Rickard and Gleason wanted a fight, that is what they would get.
Shortly after the fight contract was signed in New Jersey, The
Reverend John Wesley Hill of the Metropolitan Temple in New York
called to arms his fellow Christians: "The passive and complacent
attitude of the officers of the law toward such a degradation is
inconceivable. If the governor and sheriff will not interfere,
there is but one thing for the Christian clergy to do. We must
immediately organize an evangelical campaign to overcome the evil
influence of the prizefight."

One Cincinnati minister organized a postcard campaign with the
goal of mailing one million postcards to the governor's mansion in
Sacramento that read simply "STOP THE FIGHT. THIS IS THE 2OTH
CENTURY." And at their upcoming General Assembly, the Presbyterian
church planned to adopt a resolution condemning the fight and to
petition California Governor Gillett to stop it. The YMCA along
with a multitude of other influential reform societies, such as the
New York Society for the Suppression of Vice (NYSSV), opposed the
fight as well. And in northern California, local church groups were
already putting organized pressure on city officials in
Emeryville.

Despite the loud and public outcry from the progressive
reformers, churches were not unified in opposition. Many ministers
and congregations reflected the attitude of white folks across the
nation by sermonizing and praying for God to give strength to
Jeffries so that he might vanquish the black heathen. One concerned
black college administrator complained that "even the clergymen
regard the event as one of great moment, as if Jeffries was the
modern Samson going up against the Philistine, the negro,
Johnson."

Shortly after the selection of California as the location for
the fight, California governor James Gillett began to receive a
blizzard of mail. At the same time, prayer vigils were held on the
capitol steps to bring the Almighty's word directly from the
heavens to the doors of the people's earthly rulers. Despite the
outpouring of opposition, the governor, like the pharaoh of Exodus,
remained unmoved. San Francisco business support for the fight was
far too strong, and the governor was far too aloof to give the
opposition much chance for success. Not only was there lots of
money at stake for San Francisco businesses, but there was
overwhelming support for the fight amongst the amoral - or at least
the less moral - segment of the population.

It seemed as if the reformers would be kept at bay until an
unexpected tragedy filled them with renewed vigor and ratcheted up
the pressure on government officials. Not surprisingly, every time
a boxer dies, public sentiment rallies against boxing. This is what
ended prizefighting in New Orleans and now a poorly timed death in
San Francisco threatened similar repercussions. A British
lightweight, Owen Moran, knocked out a local fighter named Tommy
McCarthy in the 16th round of their April 30th bout. When
McCarthy's head smacked the floor, his skull was fractured. He
never regained consciousness and was pronounced dead a few hours
later. To make matters worse, Moran admitted afterward that the
fight was fixed. Moran had carried McCarthy beyond fifteen rounds
for the benefit of gamblers who had wagered that the fight would
indeed go longer than 15 rounds. It was a major black eye for the
sport and a boost to those groups which were lobbying to stop the
"fight of the century," the Jeffries - Johnson bout.

Immediate reaction from the District Attorney of Alameda County,
where Emeryville is located, was that McCarthy's death and the
sordid tale of the fix would have no effect on the big fight. "I
shall be governed entirely by the state law. That is all I have to
say at this time," was the DA's terse comment. But pressure on
District Attorney Donohue was about to increase drastically thanks
to a written reply from the governor's office to a petition
received from the Ministerial Union, a local ad hoc collection of
ministers who had organized to prevent the fight. The letter
asserted that the Jeffries - Johnson bout complied with state law
and that therefore the governor was powerless to stop it. However,
if the Ministerial Union felt otherwise, they should file their
complaint with the District Attorney of Alameda County. Gillett had
passed the buck to Donahue.

The Governor and San Francisco Mayor Patrick Henry McCarthy were
actually in New York City at the time to boost San Francisco's bid
to host the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition. Naturally the governor
was questioned about the fight and whether he would stop it, to
which he gave the same, unvarying response that had been sent to
the Ministerial Union. He was, by his own reckoning, powerless. He
alleged impotence by stating that "neither the Prosecuting Attorney
nor I can do anything at all to stop it solely because those
clergymen want us to. They will have to show us evidence, concrete
and tangible and not based on mere desire to see the contest
declared illegal, that the law is being violated before either or
both of us, as officials of the State, will do anything at all to
prevent Mr. Jeffries and Mr. Johnson from settling this affair
between themselves." Outsiders who were familiar with California
law could see Gillett's statement for the cop out that it was. It
didn't require a brilliant legal mind to interpret the upcoming
bout as a violation of the state's anti-prizefight statute. The New
York Times editorial page ridiculed the governor's interpretation.
With tongue in cheek the Times declared, "prizefights are as
illegal in California as anywhere else, but this is not to be a
prizefight - it is to be a boxing match. The men who are managing
it say so, and surely they ought to know." And then, for the
benefit of readers who are oblivious to sarcasm, the editorial
continues by affirming that Gillett "is as well aware as are the
rest of us that he is talking nonsense when he exploits the 'boxing
match' theory of what he and everybody else is confident will be a
prizefight in absolutely everything except name." Gillett's stance
was clearly a charade but as long as he carried on with the act -
and to not carry on would call into question California policy for
the last 11 years - the fight would go on as planned. But, as it
turned out, not in Emeryville.

While Gillett stood strong in the face of the moral onslaught,
Alameda District Attorney Donohue withered. Since the governor had
tried to slouch away from the issue by placing the responsibility
on the DA, Donohue accepted the responsibility, broke ranks from a
state government that had abandoned him, and came to the
independent conclusion that the Johnson - Jeffries bout was in fact
a prizefight and therefore illegal. He would do everything in his
power to stop it and although he may not have succeeded in the
incorporated town of Emeryville, Rickard and Gleason elected not to
risk a last minute legal battle. Instead the fight would be moved
across the bay to San Francisco where there was absolutely no
political opposition. Since stadium construction had not yet begun,
the shift in location would not present a major obstacle, but
staging a fight in San Francisco engendered other minor
inconveniences, the first of which was obtaining a license. Since
boxing licenses for the month of July were allocated to
"Firecracker" Jim Griffin, the fight would nominally take place
under the auspices of his Broadway Athletic Club. When the Police
Committee of the Board of Supervisors took up Griffin's request for
a permit, the board room was overflowing with supporters from both
sides, but the chairman, John L. Herget, a former middleweight
fighter who went by the nom de guerre of "Young Mitchell" in the
ring, seemed unlikely to side with the church officials. After a
heated exchange between him and one of the Reverends over the
definition of a prizefight - a word that almost defines itself -
the committee voted overwhelmingly to recommend issuance of a
license to Griffin, who then willingly transferred it to Rickard
and Gleason in exchange for $6000!

A 30,000 seat stadium was planned for a vacant lot at a fabulous
location on the corner of Market and 6th. The estimated price of
construction was $35,000, but this failed to take graft into
consideration. Intrigued by the escalating budget for construction
materials, Rickard investigated and witnessed lumber thieves
pilfering his wood in broad daylight. The presence of a uniformed
San Francisco police officer proved to be no deterrent. When Tex
demanded that he stop the thieves, the officer refused. It was just
another indication of why San Francisco had not been Rickard's
first choice.

Since most citizens and businessmen of the Barbary Coast
welcomed the world championship, neither postcards nor prayers were
having any effect on the governor who had given his word to Rickard
and Gleason not to interfere. But money was another matter. At that
time, San Francisco was involved in a dual with New Orleans over
who would host the upcoming 1915 Panama-Pacific International
Exposition, a world's fair to celebrate the opening of the Panama
Canal. San Francisco, for which the expo would showcase its
recovery from the 1906 earthquake, was the front runner. Governor
Gillett returned from his lobbying effort on the East Coast feeling
fairly comfortable that San Francisco would win the right to host
the fair; In the race with New Orleans, San Francisco was way out
in front. Economically, the Panama-Pacific Exposition would be a
boon to California: It would last nearly a year, attract millions
of tourists from all over the world and put California at the front
of the line for federal largess. The financial impact on the city
of San Francisco and the State of California would be monstrous and
it would dwarf any other event in the city's history, including the
upcoming world championship boxing match. If a choice had to be
made between the two, the prizefight was doomed to lose.

In February, when Rickard and Gleason selected San Francisco to
host the fight, there was no clue that the two events might be
linked, but as the July 4th fight date grew nearer and efforts by
opponents increased, one powerful congressman saw the chance to use
the Panama-Pacific Expo as leverage with the recalcitrant
California governor.

Representative William S. Bennet sat on the House Committee on
Foreign Affairs which would effectively decide between New Orleans
and San Francisco as hosts of the Expo. Bennet was also an
influential member of the Presbyterian church and had just returned
from the Presbyterian General Assembly in Atlantic City where the
anticipated petition to Governor Gillett had indeed been presented
and passed overwhelmingly. It read:

 

The whole world is looking to you to redeem your State,
the Pacific Coast, and the whole United States from the disgrace
that approaching fight between Jeffries and Johnson will fasten
upon you and the State you represent, as well as the country of
which you are a part. Virtue, decency, and patriotism demand that
you save your State and our Nation's sacred birthday from the
filth, the vulgarity, and the brutality of an infamous prizefight
on the Fourth of July. The respect and education and nobility of
the youth of the land appeal to you to stop this contest. The law
is in your hands and the public at large has a right to expect you
to execute it.

Bennet concurred with the sentiment of his denomination but
unlike most of its sermonizing members, he actually had within his
grasp the means to stop the fight. He not too subtly indicated to
William E. Wheeler, the president of the San Francisco Board of
Trade, that if the July 4th bout was not stopped, San Francisco
might lose its bid to host the Exposition. Apparently, the majority
of the members of Congress would not look favorably upon awarding
such a plum to a "city which permitted a `barbaric sport' to
flourish without restriction." Wheeler replied to Bennet with a
plea not to link the two events. He disingenuously assured Bennet
that the vast majority of San Francisco's residents were morally
upstanding citizens who opposed the fight and that it would be
unfair to lose the Expo simply because of a boxing match. Of
course, Wheeler immediately informed Governor Gillett, who now had
reason to reconsider his position on the bout. It was easy enough
to stonewall the religious crusaders whose moral persuasion lacked
bite but the federal government was another matter altogether.
Congress wielded - as T.R. would say - a "big stick" that could
inflict a level of pain which the churches alone could not.

Gillett heard from Wheeler on June 6, less than a month before
the fight was to take place. After several days of consultations
with business leaders and government officials, Gillett, in
contradiction of his earlier public statements, decided that boxing
was morally reprehensible after all and that not only should the
July 4th bout be prohibited, but that all boxing in the state of
California should be barred. Suddenly, the governor was not quite
as powerless as he had pretended. Speculation that the fight would
be stopped finally made its way into print on June 15 when TAD, of
the San Francisco Examiner reported "There is a wild rumor that
Governor Gillett has wired District Attorney Flickert to stop the
fight. But the latter laughs at the idea." The rumor was not so
wild. Gillett had indeed sent a long letter to California Attorney
General U.S. Webb ordering him to put a stop to all prizefighting
in the state of California. The letter was made public the same day
that TAD reported the rumor and by the following day news of the
cancellation and the text of the letter were splashed across front
pages everywhere. The letter, which was imbued with Gillett's new
found morality, put forward his legal reasoning as to why a the
California anti-prizefight statute should suddenly be enforced
after years of disregard. "Our people have the right to demand that
prizefighting shall cease in this state, and it will, if our
present laws are enforced… ." He argued that California law
permitted "boxing exhibitions" but not "prizefights" and that the
reason prizefighting had been allowed to exist until now was that
"our Supreme Court has never defined a prizefight… ", the
implication being that if given the chance, the court would have
found, as everybody already knew, that so-called boxing exhibitions
were indeed illegal prizefights. It was not an especially deft
passing of the buck - blaming the courts for the state's lack of
enforcement. Regardless, Gillett felt the time was ripe for the
California Supreme court to finally consider the matter. And if the
court would not take up the matter on its own, he might soon give
it the opportunity because from now on, the state intended to
charge participants in boxing matches with violation of the penal
code. The governor continued on his soap box declaring that "if
`sparring exhibitions,' as permitted by our laws make fights where
men are killed - beaten into insensibility and their faces `cut to
ribbons' - are lawful acts, then it is time that the legislature
should interfere and make such exhibitions a felony." So, if the
courts did not act to outlaw so-called "boxing exhibitions" that
were actually prizefights, the legislature should. Of course, they
already had. There was no absence of law, just an absence of will
to enforce the law. Since this responsibility lies with the
executive branch, the governor's letter with its reference to the
courts and the legislature, was nothing more than flak to cover his
own earlier inaction. With an eye toward the electorate, the
self-righteous and hypocritical Governor rambled on about the
immorality of the sport, invoking the same arguments that elected
officials across the country had been making for years. "The whole
business is demoralizing to the youth of our state, corrupts public
morals, is offensive to the sense of a great majority of out
citizens and should be abated as a public nuisance and the
offenders punished."

At first, the news of the governor's about face did not sit too
well with San Francisco Mayor P. H. McCarthy (The Los Angeles Times
mocked McCarthy by asserting that the P.H. stood for "Pin Head.")
who was vacationing in the Midwest. When reached for comment in
Chicago, "Pin Head" McCarthy reacted combatively. "I am running San
Francisco. I am taking no order from Gillett or his attorney
general. You can bet your last dollar that the fight will be pulled
off in my town, as advertised." When asked what his response would
be if the governor called out the national guard to stop the fight,
he replied "I tell you we run San Francisco. We run it to suit
ourselves. We have policemen who do what we tell them to do."

When Rickard heard of the ban, he was livid. He had received
assurance from city and state officials, including Gillett, that
the fight would be allowed to take place. In his view, they had
stabbed him in the back. With less than three weeks to go, he had
no intention of canceling but was pressed for time. Over $400,000
worth of tickets had already been sold and $25,000 had been spent
on construction of the arena. ( While Tex and Gleason found out
about the cancellation from the newspapers, Sunny Jim Coffroth,
thanks to his connections at the Board of Trade, had heard about
Representative Bennet's wire two weeks earlier but ruthlessly
elected not to inform Rickard, leaving him to continue with his
plans and the stadium construction without the least inkling of the
coming bombshell.) Tex's first reaction was to fight. He boldly
assured the press that the fight would go on as planned and that
the he would file suit against the State of California and Governor
Gillett. Gillett responded to the threat of legal action by
warning, "if Tex Rickard is looking for a fight with me he will get
a bigger one that he has advertised for the Fourth of July. We've
had enough of prizefights and prizefight promoters. They've been
breaking the law long enough and we'll have no more of it. When the
fighters lick the State of California they can go ahead and lick
each other, but not before."

The first test of Gillett's resolve would not come from Rickard
but Louis Blot, who was promoting a fight between Sam Langford and
Al Kaufman the weekend immediately after Gillett's announcement.
The fight was scheduled for Saturday the 18th and would therefore
be the first opportunity to challenge the state. Attorney General
U.S. Webb filed restraining orders for both fights with the
superior court and in case the court declined to grant an
injunction, which they did, then the governor was prepared to call
out the National Guard, two companies of which were moved into
position south of San Francisco. The governor issued the following
statement. "I still have an ace in the hole. When Langford and
Kaufman appear in the ring tomorrow, sitting in the same box with
District Attorney Flickert and Chief of Police Martin will be
Adjutant General J. B Lauck, commander of the state militia of
California. I have positive assurance that they (Flickert and
Martin) will not permit a single round to be fought. The doom of
prizefighting in California has been sounded." Just before midnight
on Friday night, the Adjutant General, as instructed by Governor
Gillett, wired a proclamation of martial law to Sacramento. There
it remained awaiting the governor's signature. It would not be
needed. On Saturday afternoon a crowd gathered in front of Louis
Blot's Metropolitan Club, curious to see the outcome of his
defiance. Expecting a bang, what the crowd got was a whimper.
Adjutant General Lauck and Police Chief Marin arrived, made their
way through the excited throng, and had a short conversation with
Blot. That was it. Blot backed down and canceled the fight,
although he insisted it was merely postponed. Rickard also
determined, on the advise of his attorneys, that he would not
challenge the state of California, but he did intend to sue Gillett
for damages.

Meanwhile, as Mayor McCarthy traveled west on the Overland
Limited, he was met in Reno by his legal adviser, the San Francisco
County Sheriff, and a representative of the City of San Francisco
Police Department. During the Reno to Oakland leg of the journey,
McCarthy was thoroughly briefed on the implications of hosting the
fight in regard to the Panama-Pacific Exposition and his political
position vis-a-vis the governor. The result was that by the time
McCarthy arrived back in San Francisco on the night of the 18th, he
had seen the light. He insisted that he had been misquoted in
Chicago and that he would comply with the wishes of Governor
Gillett. Without an ally remaining in California, the big fight
would have to be moved or canceled.

Rickard was angry but insisted that the fight would take place,
if not in San Francisco, then either in Ely (Nevada), Reno, or Salt
Lake City. Utah's governor immediately quashed Salt Lake as an
option and one wonders why Rickard even suggested it. Ely was
Rickard's home, but it lacked the rail facilities to handle the
massive crowd. Reno seemed like the obvious choice to get the fight
and the leading citizens of Reno reacted quickly - the day
Gillett's letter was made public - by organizing a committee to
bring the fight to Reno and wiring Rickard that he was welcome
there. But Tex wavered. Suddenly he was not so sure that he wanted
to move the fight until he was absolutely certain that it could not
be held in San Francisco. Jeffries was violently opposed to
changing the location, but Rickard did not understand why.

















Chapter 14
The Fix




 

"Sport? Look around, Army - this isn't any sport. If
there was head room, they'd hold them (boxing matches) in sewers."
-Excerpt from "Requiem for a Heavyweight"

 

Before the ink had dried on the contract, rumors began
circulating that the fight was fixed. The talk was so strong of a
"frame-up" that virtually every statement Tex Rickard made to the
press included some comment intended to reassure the public that
the fight was on the up and up. The rumors were impossible to
quell. In this era when boxing oozed with corruption, the
likelihood of a fake was very real and while the press suspected
it, they could not confirm it. Yet Tex was not the kind of man who
would stand for a fix - one of the few in the prizefight business.
It is doubtful that he was one of the conspirators, so it could be
that he and the press were in the same boat, hearing the same
rumors but being otherwise outsiders. In defense of his promotion,
Rickard bewailed, "I am sick of this fake talk and I will give
anyone $5000 if he will show me anything crooked in the
arrangements." He was wasting his breath. Odds in New York started
at 2-114.1 in
Jeffries favor while in London he was only even money. Such an
imbalance in the early wagering could be explained,
unsatisfactorily, by public sentiment rather than duplicity, but
only the most naïve, non-betting moralist, could attribute the
entire discrepancy to a manifestation of white pride. At least for
bettors these rumors had merit.

There were many reasons to believe the winner of this match had
already been decided. The first sign occurred during the last
summer when Jeffries adamantly stated that he would not, in fact,
could not, make a comeback since he was incapable of regaining his
old form. His tone was that of a man whose mind was made up. He had
absolutely and finally resolved to quit for good; there would
definitely be no comeback and there was no point in trying to
convince him otherwise. He sounded like a proud man who would not
fight merely to collect a paycheck, no matter how large. He did not
wish to lose his great reputation in a fight that he could not win.
Yet the fight was made. That alone is enough to suspect a fix.

A large portion of the suspicion emanated from the secret
session held in Naegeli's Hotel in Hoboken to which Rickard
responded by stating that while the session may have been secret,
he saw no reason as to why it should have been so or who had made
the decision to exclude the press in the first place. In hindsight,
he wished that the meeting would have been open. Word was that a
secret deal had been agreed to at that meeting and that there were
in fact two different fight contracts, a phony contract for public
consumption and a real contract that would remain secret. According
to Rickard the only topic discussed was the film rights. Yet this
did nothing to mitigate suspicion. The value of the movies played
an integral role in the conspiracy theories surrounding the match.
The revenue generated by the film was expected to greatly exceed
that of the actual gate and the amount of film revenue depended on
two factors: the length of the film and, more importantly, who won.
If Jeffries were to win, the revenue was expected to be double that
if Johnson won. This made a Jeffries win substantially more
appealing.

Within a week of the contract signing Timothy D. Sullivan, aka
"Big Tim" was named as the official stakeholder. "Big Tim" was a
powerful Tammany Hall figure from New York's East Side, a current
state senator and former U.S. representative. The stakeholder was
responsible for holding the forfeit money and the side bets. He
should be reputable and disinterested - an ill fitting description
for a Tammany Hall politico. Normally that is the extent of the
stakeholder's duties, but to assure the integrity of the bout, "Big
Tim" was granted extraordinary power. Sullivan would have the
discretion to call off the fight after
it had commenced if he became convinced that the fight was not on
the level. But this was more public relations than reality. Imagine
the outrage if a few rounds into the most anticipated fight in
history, "Big Tim" suddenly called a halt because he suspected foul
play. If the crowd didn't agree, he might trigger a riot. And if
the crowd did agree he might also trigger a riot. Chances are that
by the time Sullivan developed enough nerve to step in, the fight
would have to be so obviously a charade that the crowd would have
already realized what was afoot. Empowering Tim Sullivan to stop
the fight was nothing more than theatrics.

When the fight contagion settled into the California petri dish,
Governor Gillet became a focal point for the press. Since people
assume that a state executive has greater knowledge and insight
than the average person, the consequences of misspeaking can be
dramatic. Therefore officials are typically discreet. However,
Governor Gillet either did not grasp this concept or he failed to
understand the weight of his opinion now that he had nationwide
attention. He created quite a stir when a Chicago newspaper
reported his rather injudicious comments: "This Jeffries-Johnson
fight is simply a scheme to make a lot of money out of the
credulity of the public. Anybody with the least sense knows the
whites of this country won't allow Johnson or any other negro to
win the world's championship from Jeffries… . Johnson knows that.
He is no fool. He knows that to win that fight he would have to
whip every white man at the ringside. So he has agreed to lay down
for the money."

Rickard phoned the governor immediately, asking him to disavow
the statement, which he did, at least partially. Gillett explained
that he had been misquoted and although he denied stating that the
fight was a "frame-up," he did not repudiate the first part of his
statement. The Jeffries camp, which was in turmoil after the
report, also phoned the Governor, who managed to assuage them with
his assurance that he didn't think and never said that the fight
was fixed. Meanwhile, publication of the story sent every reporter
in the vicinity scrambling to Rowardennan, abandoning Johnson's
camp, to get Jeffries' reaction. For several days, Jeffries
remained incommunicado except to say "for two cents I would break
camp and go back to my ranch. I never did anything to deserve
this." The circus surrounding the fight and the pressure on
Jeffries was mounting and it was still a month until July 4. For
the frazzled pugilist, the governor's gaff could easily have been
the last straw. Had it not been for Frieda Jeffries' persuasion,
Jim Jeffries may have permanently retired right then and there.
Instead of preparing to face Johnson, he might just as easily have
wandered off into peaceful seclusion. And while he didn't
immediately talk to the press, Frieda did. "Jim came nearer to
retiring from the prize ring then he ever did before. He swore he
would not stay in the game with people talking that way about him…
.To be accused of being crooked was more than he could stand. Jim
has always been straight in everything; he would lose every cent he
has rather than cheat. I know him through and through and I know he
is straight." Frankly, a good woman like Frieda Jeffries was a lot
more believable than anyone else associated with the fight. Her
pleas undoubtedly convinced many readers that the fight truly was
on the level. A few days later, Jeff was ready to speak for
himself. "I'm like the rest of you fellows. I'm in this for what
there is in it. I want to make money, and I have never found
anything that I could make so much in as I can fighting. I don't
like it, honestly I don't, and I'll never fight again as long as I
live. Yes, I know I said so before, but I couldn't help getting
into this one. There is a lot of money at stake for me and I can
cop it. But I guess I've got enough money to last me, and I'm
through with the ring after this one fight. But, I don't want a
cent that people can say I didn't come by honestly. I don't want
you to think that I am posing as an angel or anything like that,
but I was brought up to be square and I have always tried to be."
He made this statement two days after he was ordered to appear in
court for welching on his gambling debt. No one noted the
irony.

If the fight was to be perceived as fair, the referee's
integrity would have to be unassailable. The debate between the
camps over who this would be dragged on for weeks. While a cynic
might think that it was simply a publicity stunt, the selection of
an honest man on which both fighters could agree was critical. TAD
(T. A. Dorgan) commented in the San Francisco Examiner that "the
most suspicious bunch of men that ever got together were involved.
Every day the talk was of a fake, frame-up, double-cross. No matter
where you went you were bound to hear some of that crooked chatter.
There was too much money bet. The man selected had to be purer than
the driven snow. Picking the right man seemed impossible… ." Sam
Berger and Johnson met on several occasions, while Rickard engaged
in shuttle diplomacy to try to settle the matter. Jack would
propose a couple of men whom Berger would instantly reject. Berger
would propose men and Jack would reject them. In a meeting at the
promoters' office, Jack finally suggested that Rickard referee the
fight. This triggered a heated exchange with Berger who, after
venting his anger at Johnson, leapt to his feet in disgust and
stormed toward the door. On his way out he must have realized that
despite his objections, this matter needed to be settled, so he
yelled back to Johnson, "So you want Rickard, do you? Well, all
right!" Initially, Tex was not pleased at being appointed the
referee, since he had no experience at the job. He hoped that the
fighters would change their mind and eventually pick someone else
but over time he realized that no one else would due; no one else
could ensure the integrity of the fight as well as he. He went from
ambivalence about his appointment to adamantly insisting that he
would be in the ring.

The negotiations between the two camps over the referee
reflected the same pattern as other bargaining sessions throughout
the prior year. Whereas Jeffries was always represented by Berger,
who was authorized to sign contracts on his behalf, Johnson always
negotiated for himself and personally signed the contracts. Jack
distrusted his managers and gave them little power to act on his
behalf. While his managers could make arrangements and take care of
administrative tasks, Jack left no doubt that he was in charge. In
addition to George Little, Jack's entourage for the trip west also
included another "manager," a shady Chicagoan named Sig Hart who
was an old friend and ex-prizefighter. Jack said of managers, "they
say too many cooks spoil the broth, but I've found the more the
merrier." Little, Hart, and Johnson were not merely business
partners, these men were brothers in debauchery. Together, they
enjoyed gambling, drinking, and whoring.

But with only a month until the fight, Jack Johnson and George
Little split. The excuses given were hardly believable. At the
time, Jack claimed that a feud between Little and Hart forced him
to side with Hart and dispose of Little. Another version was that
Johnson and Little had argued over bringing Jack's mother and
sister to camp to cook for the champion. But none of these
explanations sound especially sincere.

Whatever its cause, the split was ugly. The day Little was
fired, he refused to go. He remained in the camp hurling invective
and threatening to kill the champ until police officers finally
took him away. After the incident, Johnson hired a security guard
and began sleeping with a gun beside his bed. Little claimed that
he had a contract to manage Johnson through May of 1911 and had
advanced him $25,000 including the $10,000 forfeit money. He filed
suit against Jack for $41,000 and boasted that he would prevent the
fight from taking place. Jack countered by filing a complaint
against Little charging him with grand larceny.

But maybe the real cause for the split centered on the alleged
"frame-up." Weeks after the fight, Johnson and Little publicly
accused each other of trying to fix the fight with Little
reportedly betting very heavily against Jack because he thought
everything was arranged. Little insisted that the fight was fixed
but he never admitted to playing a part in the setup. In Little's
dubious account, he resented being excluded from private meetings
between Rickard and Johnson and when he asked Johnson if a fix was
in, Jack just smiled, which he took to mean "yes." It is difficult
to believe that Little's certainty in the outcome was merely his
reaction to an ambiguous smile. More likely he was intimately
involved in the arrangement but declined to admit as much.

Jack told a contrary story. He claimed that it was Little who
wanted to throw the fight, which is more believable since for
Little, the fight was only about the money, while for Johnson, a
victory over Jeffries was worth more than money. It is hard to
imagine that, after all his struggles and all the abuse he had
endured, Jack would lay down in the biggest fight of his career.
The same can not be said for George Little. If Little was trying to
make a deal for Jack to throw the fight, that could clearly be
enough to get him fired.

A more devious mind might carry the cynical logic a bit further
and say that Little did in fact make a deal, a long time ago,
before the contract was signed, for Johnson to throw the fight,
fully believing that Jack would stick to it. Whereas Jack never had
any intention of lying down but used Little as a pawn to lure
Jeffries into the ring.

Such trickery was not unheard of. "Philadelphia" Jack O'Brien
refused to fight Burns in 1907 without an agreement that Burns take
a dive in exchange for $10,000. Burns agreed and then 10 minutes
before the fight, reneged on the deal and informed promoter Tom
McCarey of the situation. Clearly, many sports, including O'Brien,
who had bet heavily on himself, knew about the fix and were about
to be double crossed on their wagers. Out of fairness - a perverted
sense of fairness where fight fixers would have a chance to rescue
their wagers - and concerns for safety, especially that of Tommy
Burns, McCarey asked the referee to announce that all bets were
off. While that was a satisfactory way to handle the situation in
Burns - O'Brien II, it created enough of a stir then, that one
could only imagine what would happen if a similar announcement took
place before this fight, with all the world watching.

One could not assume integrity in prizefighting. The New York
Times assigned the sport to the "criminal class." Even Jim
Jeffries, who was generally viewed as honest, was tied to a
suspicious "bets off" incident in 1905 when he was to referee a
lightweight championship bout between Battling Nelson and Jimmy
Brit in San Francisco. The matter of who was to referee was hotly
debated and the naming of Jeffries two weeks before the fight, over
the objection of Nelson and his manager Billy Nolan, triggered a
heavy inflow of wagers on Britt, driving the odds substantially
higher than what seemed rational. East coast gamblers were
immediately suspicious and rumors of a fix prevailed. The referee
issue came to a head just before the fight when Billy Nolan
threatened to pull his fighter out of the bout unless Jeffries was
removed. Nolan got his way. The first act of Jeffries' replacement
was to declare all bets off. The San Francisco Chronicle thought
this was an excellent decision since the elimination of gambling
pressure made for a fair fight. In contrast, the New York based
National Police Gazette, the leading sporting newspaper,
editorialized against the decision, stating that nowhere in the
boxing rules is the referee empowered to declare wagering off.

With Little's departure, Billy Nolan began to court Johnson.
Word spread that he was about to become Jack's new manager. But,
those who thought this was possible were not aware of Tex's extreme
distaste for the man. There was no chance that Tex would allow
Nolan to manage Johnson. When Tex visited Johnson at Seal Rock, he
made clear his categorical opposition. Since managers were no big
deal to Jack, he gladly ditched Nolan. Further, had Nolan been
appointed, it would have done nothing to mitigate the fixed fight
sentiment since it had been Billy Nolan who managed Philadelphia
Jack O'Brien when he tried to fix the fight with Burns. Alas, fixed
fights were rampant in a sport which the San Francisco Chronicle
characterized as an Augean Stable, meaning that it was so corrupt
that it could not possibly be cleaned up.

The conventional view of those who believe that the Jim Jeffries
- Jack Johnson fight was fixed, was that moving the fight out of
San Francisco nixed the deal. Whatever support the fight fixers
required from the city of San Francisco was lost. San Francisco was
indeed a cesspool, yet explaining how a change of venue reformed
the same participants is difficult. Perhaps connecting the change
in location to the removal of the fix is an assumption. The timing
may have been coincidental. Johnson fired Little shortly before
Gillett's announcement, so this may have been his justification for
breaking the deal. Or maybe it just didn't make any difference.
Maybe Johnson never had any intention of lying down, in which case
any incident might serve as a reason to renege. However, a
relatively recent comment on the matter comes from Gunboat Smith, a
heavyweight fighter of that era, who asserted in an interview six
decades later, "If that fight would have come off in San Francisco,
it was in the bag for Jeffries to win. I'm telling you this because
I got that from good authority in San Francisco." He does not name
the authority. In any case, around this chaotic time when the fight
was driven from California, Johnson sent a message to Jeffries
declaring that he no longer felt obligated to lay down, in response
to which Jeffries went "berserk."14.2

Finding evidence that a fight or any sporting event is fixed is
difficult. Usually the best that can be done is to observe strange
betting patterns which correspond to odd behavior in the arena.
Finding evidence that a fight was not fixed but was supposed to be
seems a little absurd. This is like attempting to prove intent to
commit a crime that never actually took place. Nevertheless,
circumstances indicate that the "fight of the century" was indeed
supposed to be fixed and may never have taken place without that
presupposition. Jeffries trained like it. Jack Johnson's manager
was certain of it. Even the governor of California thought so. But
if the fixing really did depend on the fight taking place in San
Francisco, then Jeffries faced a dilemma, to go forward and be
disgraced in the ring or to pull out after having publicly
committed himself to fight. At this stage, pulling out would be
difficult and awkward. The contract specified Nevada as an
acceptable location, although that scarcely mattered. It was too
late to quit no matter where the fight was to take place. Jeffries
agreed to move, reportedly out of respect for Tex Rickard, who
would be wiped out if the fight did not take place, but
realistically, what other choice did he have?

















Chapter 15
Reno




 

"This was the old Reno that they talked of and
remembered and knew, before its heart had begun to die" -Robert
Laxalt

 

Two hundred and twenty miles northwest of San Francisco, across
the Sierra Nevada mountains, lies Reno, Nevada. If California
didn't want the big fight, Reno did. Unlike the political machine
of San Francisco and its brethren in the boxing fraternity which
wanted the fight but also wanted its cut, Nevadans operated in a
much more straightforward and welcoming manner. Reno was a place
inhabited by straight-shooting men, many of whom were friends of
Rickard. They had no desire to gouge the promoters or to put
obstacles in their way. They wanted the fight and would help any
way they could. Nevada's down to earth attitude was a refreshing
change from the intrigues of the Barbary Coast.

Reno was not the only city that wanted the fight, but a
confluence of railroads and its proximity to San Francisco made it
a logical choice. The town, which started as Lake's Crossing, named
for Myron Lake's bridge over the Truckee River, became Reno when
Lake gave land to the Central Pacific in exchange for building the
Transcontinental railroad through the area. The Central Pacific
built a depot and auctioned off lots in the new town which was
named Reno by Charles Crocker, director of the Central Pacific, in
honor of a deceased Civil War general named Jesse Lee Reno.

Reno was a convenient location since it lay on the main rail
line connecting the East to Northern California. For travelers
coming from the west, from San Francisco and Oakland, it was only a
10 hour train trip "over the hump"- over the Sierra Nevada
Mountains - to Reno. For easterners, Reno was just two and a half
days journey from Chicago on the Southern Pacific's famous express
train, the Overland Limited. Since this was the same line which
connected Chicago to San Francisco, altering travel arrangements
would be relatively easy. Two other railroads also connected at
Reno: from the south, the V&T (Virginia & Truckee) and from
the North, the N.C.O. (Nevada, California, and Oregon.)

Gillett's letter instructing California Attorney General Webb to
stop the fight hit the wires on Wednesday June 15. Reno's business
community leapt into action the same day. Within hours the Business
Men's Association met at the Commercial Club where they agreed
unanimously to lure the fight to Reno. They felt that Reno had many
advantages over other cities. Besides its excellent location, it
offered wide open gambling, which was de rigueur for the sports who
would be attending.

Reno also had plenty of hotel rooms, 1500 for an estimated
30,000 visitors. The fact that this works out to twenty people per
room did not mitigate the businessmen's enthusiasm. The group
decided to offer Rickard payment of the $1000 state license fee, a
site free of charge to stage the fight, and payment of the arena
construction costs. A five man committee was appointed the task of
managing the bidding process and a telegram containing the city's
offer was immediately dispatched to Rickard. One of the committee's
main tasks was to raise the money they would need to fulfill their
promises. Charley Stout, one of the co-proprietors of the Louvre,
pledged $2500 if the camps were set up at least ten days prior to
the fight. Since he had just received $5000, probably from Tex
himself, to settle his dispute with Jeffries, he was flush with
cash to reinvest. It seems only right that he ended up being the
largest contributor. Besides the telegram from the committee,
dozens of other telegrams were also sent encouraging Tex to come to
Reno. However, the situation in San Francisco was still murky.
Regardless of how events in California played out, Tex assured
those who were planning to come that the fight would be held, if
not in San Francisco, then in Reno. That being the case, there was
no need for anyone to cancel their train tickets. "If the court
grants an injunction here I leave for Reno Sunday morning and will
immediately commence the erection of an arena there." Nevertheless,
officials at Southern Pacific canceled six of the approximately
twenty special trains that had been chartered to bring fans from
the east. The uncertainty surrounding the fight would deter
spectators from making the trip. The fight had been moved from
Alameda to San Francisco and now, possibly, to Reno. There was even
talk of a date change. In addition, if the fight were to take place
outside of San Francisco, it would be difficult to build a stadium
with the same seating capacity in such a short amount of time.

Tex replied to Reno's invitation by declaring that it would be
at least two days before he knew San Francisco's status and could
make a decision about a new location. But events were moving in
advance of his comments in anticipation that Reno would indeed host
the fight. Within 24 hours of Gillett's decision, on the same day
that the morning newspapers were actually printing the story, Billy
McCarney, a noted boxing manager, trainer, and writer who would
later be known as "Professor" Billy McCarney, arrived in Reno to
scope things out on behalf of Rickard's partner Jack Gleason and
another promoter, Sid Hester. McCarney would obtain licenses for
not only Jeffries and Johnson, but also, to the surprise of the
city fathers, Sam Langford and Stanley Ketchell, who also planned
to fight in Reno on July 4th.15.1 What a pugilistic feast! Boxing fans
would be drooling over this great doubleheader. McCarney also met
with Sheriff Ferrell and District Attorney Woodburn to confirm that
there would be no legal opposition to the fight. Both men confirmed
that boxing was perfectly legal in Nevada and that there would be
no opposition from local or state officials, provided that the
proper license was obtained and that both men passed the state
mandated physical examination.

In addition to McCarney's visit, speculators were already
scrambling to lease every vacant building in Reno - stores,
businesses, or houses - to provide shelter for the expected throng.
The president of the Sacramento Division of the Southern Pacific
Railroad was also in town to inspect their facilities,
specifically, how many cars could be accommodated on the spurs and
side tracks in Reno and its neighbor, Sparks. Hotel room
reservation requests from fight fans and newspaper reporters were
flooding the wires. By Saturday, all the hotels were booked for the
days surrounding July 4th. Although not yet confirmed, this
activity substantiated the belief that Reno would be the new
location.

The prospects for Reno looked extremely good, for a couple of
days at least, until the unexpected news began to circulate about
Goldfield's stunning offer. On Friday morning Tex received a
telegram from his old cohorts stating that the city of Goldfield
would guarantee Rickard a staggering $120,000 if he would hold the
fight there. At first glance, how could he say no? On the surface,
the high rollers of Goldfield dwarfed Reno's minuscule bid, which
had an estimated worth of just $17,000. Tex's knee jerk reaction
was to proclaim Goldfield as the place, but a few hours later, he
retracted his declaration, electing instead to hold a conference
with representatives from Reno and Goldfield, in Reno, on Sunday
night.

Goldfield's offer did not stop preparations in Reno. Old
gambling paraphernalia was carted out of storage and refurbished.
Old roulette wheels were polished and fresh new felt donned the
faro tables. Stout and Miller, proprietors of the Louvre, planned
to reopen an old gambling hall know as the Sagebrush Club. Later,
the Jockey Club would schedule three days of horse racing at the
State Park. Reno was planning for one last gambling blast before
the days of legal wagering came to their scheduled end later that
year.

McCarney and members of the businessmen's committee searched for
and inspected possible sites and made arrangements for the
fighters' camps. Jeffries would stay at Moana Springs Resort, about
three miles south of town, while it was expected that Johnson and
Ketchell would train together, west of town, at Lawton's
Springs.

It seemed that the state park would be the best location for the
fight since the land was offered free of charge and it was within
walking distance from the Sparks rail yards. While not walking
distance from Reno, it was within reach of Reno's trolley line.
Moana Springs, in addition to housing Jeffries, also wanted to host
the fight, and they would contribute $2500 to the committee if the
fight were held there.

Rickard had promised to come to Reno on Sunday, but he delayed,
still clinging to the hope the San Francisco might be salvaged.
Despite witnessing the stoppage of Louis Blot's fight card, he
continued to hold on to the unrealistic hope that Mayor McCarthy
might back him. The mayor arrived back in San Francisco on Saturday
night and the two men had a chance to meet on Sunday, but with
Mayor McCarthy now siding with the governor, San Francisco was
finished.

Shortly after midnight on Sunday, Tex announced that he would
arrive in Reno on the Overland Limited, Monday night at 9:50. Reno
prepared to give him a rousing welcome. So too, did the Goldfield
delegation of about 20 men who had been sneaking around town.
Rumors circulated about their offer but no one in Reno knew for
sure what they had in mind or what they were up to. Tex had
communicated to both delegations that he did not expect nor want
the two groups trying to outbid each other. What each had offered
already was enough. On Sunday they would meet merely to discuss the
offers already on the table. It was a nice sentiment, but it could
not stop either contingent from making a more attractive offer if
they so desired.

The whistle sounding the arrival of Rickard's train as it
approached from the west triggered a thunderous roar from the
thousands which had gathered at the Southern Pacific depot on
Commercial Row. The Nevada State Journal estimated that 10,000
people ( an astonishing number, perhaps exaggerated considering
that Reno's entire permanent population was only about 11,000 )
were congregated downtown to greet the train. To the surprise of
the Renoites, on board with Rickard were members of the Goldfield
delegation who had tiptoed out of town earlier, driven the 30 odd
miles to Truckee, California and intercepted the train before it
reached Reno. They wanted and got the first shot at Rickard by
catching the train one stop ahead. Another large roar erupted when
Rickard emerged from the train and forged his way into the throng,
which was now chanting "we want the fight." He made his way to the
Hotel Golden just a few yards from the depot and there gave a
short, impromptu greeting to the assembled mass which brought forth
yet another roar when he proclaimed that he would never again
promote a fight in any other state but Nevada. Inside the Golden,
he concluded the meeting with the Goldfield delegation that had
started on the train. At midnight, it was Reno's turn to make their
pitch while the Goldfield delegation paraded through the streets
behind their band-wagon which they had brought with them from
Goldfield. Reno was pulsing with energy and if its business leaders
succeeded in their mission, the climate of excitement would be
extended for another two weeks. Reno presented the same offer as
their original telegrammed pledge, while Goldfield had gone
further, guaranteeing Tex a $200,000 gate, as well as building the
arena and paying for the license. No decision was made that night.
Instead, the promoter and the two delegations would meet again the
following day. At that time, the Reno committee would need to give
financial proof that they could back up their proposal.

It was time for the business community to make good on its
pledge. In order to remain in consideration, they would have to
raise $17,000, the estimated cost of their bid, by 11:00 a.m. To
that effect, the morning newspaper contained the following lines.
"The Reno committee announces a mass meeting to be held in Eagle
hall this morning at 9:30 o'clock. Every business man is urged to
be present, and is also requested to come prepared to make a bona
fide subscription toward the necessary fund." In order to rouse the
populous, the busy municipal band was instructed to begin parading
through the streets at 8:00 a.m.

When the band and the businesmen's chairman, Arthur J.
Aylesworth, manager of the Majestic Theater, gathered on the street
the following morning, Aylesworth changed the plan. Rather than
wait for the hastily organized mass meeting, he, the band, and some
volunteers would make their way from merchant to merchant, from
business to business, confront each proprietor individually, and
request a contribution. At 10:00 a.m. the Goldfield delegation
again met with Rickard. Meanwhile, no one seemed to be aware of how
Reno's fundraising campaign was progressing. Gloom spread through
the town as folks began to sense that the fundraising was not going
well and that Goldfield would surely win. Further, a false rumor
was spreading that Tex wanted Reno to exceed Goldfield's offer by
guaranteeing a prohibitive $250,000 gate.

The Reno Committee arrived late for their 11 a.m. appointment,
which was a sure sign that they were finding it difficult to raise
the amount of money that they had pledged. Among the anxious crowd,
no one knew how much the committee had collected, so as the Reno
men entered the hotel, doubt and depression ruled. For days the
citizens of Reno had been filled with anticipation and excitement.
They had convinced themselves from the moment of Governor Gillett's
statement that Reno was destined to host the great battle. Sadly,
they now thought that they had been deluded, overly optimistic, and
that their dream was about to end.

Then, within minutes of the meeting's start, the mood of the
crowd flipped 180 degrees as word came from inside the Hotel
Golden. Reno would host the big fight, after all. The crowd erupted
with joy and the party started again. Even the Goldfield delegation
was happy for Reno and their good friend Tex. They joined in the
celebration and volunteered to help in anyway they could.
Goldfield's offer had been generous, but when Tex considered the
fans and the logistical problem of moving the fight to Goldfield,
his choice was clear.

Reno was so much more convenient. To ask the fans to add an
extra leg and an extra day to their journey, a day traveling across
the desert in mid summer, would be to ask too much. In addition,
while Reno lay on the Southern Pacific's main line, a trip south to
Goldfield would require changing to another railroad line
altogether. According to Southern Pacific, if the fight were held
in Goldfield they would cancel all the special trains because
eventually travelers would have to hook up with the Tonopah and
Goldfield (T&G) line. Since the T&G used non union labor,
Southern Pacific's unionized workers would refuse to cooperate in
feeding them business. Accordingly, train crews would "not turn a
wheel south of Hazen." (Hazen was a Southern Pacific depot and
roundhouse directly east of Reno.)

So, did the Reno delegation raise the $17,000 that morning?
Despite the powers of inspiration provided by the municipal band,
they did not. Nevertheless, it didn't matter. Tex said he would
make up the difference between the actual expenses and the amount
that was raised, to which the Reno committee politely insisted that
he absolutely would not. Reno would raise the full amount and honor
their pledge.

After lunch, the committee and Rickard got down to business.
First, Charles Friedhoff was contracted to build a 16,000 seat
arena at cost, $12,000. He would make no profit on the contract and
although the committee wanted to compensate him, he declined. The
original architect, W.L. McLaughlin of San Francisco, who had drawn
up the plans for the larger arena there, would rework the plans to
accommodate only 16,000. The seating plan would remain
substantially the same so there would be no need to reprint the
tickets. All the available lumber in town was immediately bought up
and five lumber companies would have a chance to bid to supply the
remainder.

Of the two tentative locations for the arena site, Tex liked
neither. Both were too far - one and a half miles to the state park
and three to Moana - for the spectators to walk. While trolley
lines ran to both Moana Springs and near to the state park, Tex did
not feel that they were capable of handling the crowd. When he was
informed that the contributions of the Moana Springs Resort and the
Trolley company were contingent on the fight being held at Moana,
he didn't care. Once again he declared that he would make up the
difference. He had been through enough during the last few months
that he had no intention of quibbling over a few thousand dollars.
What was important now was that all the arrangements be completed
quickly and the event go as smoothly as possible. By this point,
Tex was so worn out by the ordeal that he declared, "from now on I
wish to be regarded as a miner. After July 4th I quit the fight
promotion game for good."

At Moana Springs, some members of Jeffries' camp had already
arrived by Sunday to examine the 15 cottages they had reserved.
Moana Springs Resort was the prime choice for a training camp. Its
individual cabins were well shaded and the resort sported beautiful
picnic grounds, a baseball park, dancing pavilion, restaurant, a
large swimming pool, and individual, private hot spring baths. The
dance floor would serve as Jeffries' gym floor. The camp equipment
from Rowardennan had been completely packed up and was already on
its way to Reno. Jeffries would depart for Oakland at noon on
Monday and from there, attach his private car to the overnight
train to Reno. Johnson also wished to establish his camp at Moana,
but was turned away by their "no Negro" policy. The arrangements
McCarney had made for him at Lawton's Hot Springs also fell through
when the Lawton family decided to put its own "no Negro" policy
into effect. Pressure from the fight committee led to a reversal of
the decision, but Johnson was so peeved by the affront that he
refused to stay there even if allowed. It appeared that Johnson
might have to continue his training in San Francisco all the way
through to July 4th until McCarney secured Rick's Resort, a
roadhouse not too far from Lawton's just a few miles west of
town.

With accommodations arranged for Johnson, he and his new
trainer, Billy Delaney, could break camp and head for Reno.
"Delaney was regarded as the greatest trainer of pugilism that ever
lived." He was an objective and successful judge of boxing talent
who would not have joined the Johnson camp without good reason. He
had trained both Corbett and Jeffries when they were champions. For
years Jeffries and Delaney had been unfriendly and it was seen as a
major coup for Johnson to acquire Delaney's services. No one knew
more than Delaney about how to beat Jeffries. He had been Jim
Jeffries' only trainer until Jim retired in 1905. Much of the
credit for Jeffries' success belongs to him. Now, as the biggest
fight in Jeffries' career approached, he would not have Delaney in
his corner. Instead he had a hodgepodge of so-called trainers -
nearly every has-been in the sport - including Corbett, also a
former Delaney charge, who had joined the Jeffries camp because he
wanted to do all he could to "uphold the honor of the white race."
In Corbett's view, "great as Delaney is as a trainer, he can't put
heart into the negro. Johnson has a yellow streak and it will come
out in this fight."

Corbett's attitude seemed to be more than just typical turn of
the century racism, which could be understood as a product of his
times. Since Corbett had fought Peter Jackson, "the Black Prince,"
to a 61 round draw early in his career, it seems unlikely that he
actually believed any of the racial handicaps assigned to Johnson.
He was either a complete idiot, incapable of seeing past racial
stereotypes, or a wily propagandist trying to pump up the fight and
perhaps entice some Jeffries money into his family's betting
parlor. He had made similar comments when he had predicted that
Burns would defeat Johnson and backed up his view then by
reportedly placing a substantial wager on the undersized Canadian.
Yet, while he had apparently not learned his lesson, the funny
thing about gamblers is that they are not usually forthcoming and
transparent when it comes to how and how much they wager. If one
takes the view that sports are going to do what they can to fleece
the betting public, then one could assume that Corbett neither
meant nor did what he said.

Jim Jeffries arrived in Reno at 9:45 a.m. Wednesday morning,
June 22. Once again a massive and festive crowd was on hand to
welcome the representative of the white race. Never had so large of
a crowd in Reno witnessed the arrival of a famous personality.
Neither William Jennings Bryan nor Theodore Roosevelt had drawn so
many spectators when they had visited. However, Jeffries was in no
mood to be welcomed. The grumpy Jeffries exited separately from the
end of the train while Berger and the rest of his crew waded
directly into the crowd. Choynski was the first to be recognized
and receive a cheer. Then Corbett exited to an even louder
reception. But where, the perplexed mass wondered, was Jeffries? It
was not so easy for the Boilermaker to avoid the acclimation which
he was destined to receive. Eventually he was spotted when Rickard
grasped his arm in order to escort him one block to the Golden
Hotel, where they briefly met before he was whisked away by
automobile to the resort at Moana.

He may as well have made camp in a monastery for as often as he
would show his face from then on. However, he had not been as
grumpy during his trip over the Sierras. In his private car he
gambled and chatted with his camp buddies about how much he was
looking forward to visiting Reno, not for the fight, but for the
fabulous trout fishing. A correspondent for the Reno Evening
Gazette who, along with other journalists, traveled on Jeffries'
train, reported that Jeff showed no interest in talking about the
upcoming bout. When he posed a fight question, Jeff would counter
with his own fishing question such as "what type of bait do you
use?" Even in Jeffries official statement, which was issued upon
his arrival in Reno, he mentioned fishing. "Up here in Reno, where
there is plenty of warm sunshine and good fishing I expect to round
into the most perfect form I have ever been in." One can only
assume that he wasn't referring to the form of his casting arm. He
assured Nevadans that he was well prepared for the serious task at
hand. "I am in as good or better shape than I ever was in my life,
and I can promise the people of Nevada that the white man's end of
the 'battle of the century,' as it has been called, will be taken
care of on July Fourth."

However, he had no desire to mollify his fans by showing his
face, let alone entertaining them. His frequently sour disposition
led to the widespread and accurate perception that he was a grouch.
His hostility to the press and fans at Rowardennan had earned him
the new nickname, "The California Grizzly" and his first contact
with Reno did not change anyone's mind as to the appropriateness of
that title. The circus atmosphere surrounding this fight - the
notoriety, the scandal, the pressure to be the redeemer of the
white race - overwhelmed him. Clearly, the fight had become
Jeffries' albatross. In less than two weeks, the madness would be
over, and for Jeff, it couldn't come soon enough.

For Johnson, the delay in locating accommodations in Reno pushed
back a few days his originally scheduled San Francisco departure,
which proved to be just enough time to get him in a little more
trouble. Naturally, no exodus would be complete without a farewell
run in with the authorities. But first, Jack had to get his cars
back since they had been attached by Little. The two men met and
(temporarily) settled their differences. Johnson agreed to pay
Little $2300 to remove the lien on his vehicles and on a personal
note, the men exchanged pleasantries, expressing admiration for
each other and conveying that there were no longer any hard
feelings between the two. In a deal negotiated by Rickard, Little
would also receive $26,500, contingent on Johnson actually setting
foot in the ring on July 4. In case Little still wanted to kill
Johnson, at least it was in his interest to wait until the bout was
over.

Now that Jack had his cars back, the urge to race which had been
building inside of him was bound to come out, regardless of
Rickard's prohibition. The day before Johnson was to leave San
Francisco, a horse mounted patrolman attempted to flag down the
speeding pugilist as he returned to camp from a trip downtown.
Jack's only response to the officer was to yell "on your way kid"
and continue on, leaving the cop and his horse in a cloud of dust.
The officer recruited another policeman and followed Johnson to
Seal Rock. There the two men made their way through the camp to a
locked door, behind which Johnson had barricaded himself. When the
officers announced that they had come to arrest him, Jack retorted,
"over my dead body." Thankfully, that was the extent of the
conflict because after the police kicked down the door, Jack went
along peacefully.

Johnson was lucky that he was not charged with resisting arrest.
However, San Francisco Police Chief Martin intervened on his behalf
and limited the charge to speeding. When Johnson failed to show at
court the following day, the police accepted forfeiture of the bail
money rather than have the judge issue a warrant. It's no wonder
that Rickard forbade Johnson, to the latter's great disappointment,
from driving over the mountains to Reno. Not that there was much
chance of getting a speeding ticket on the route but if Jack were
to run off the winding dirt road, something he had already done
twice since he had been in California, he might just drop into a
canyon rather than a ditch.

In contrast to the sullen and sequestered Jeffries, Johnson
arrived in Reno cheerfully upbeat, relaxed and determined to have a
good time, not just for himself, but for the fans and journalists
as well. He brought along his bass viol so that he could play a
little ragtime to entertain camp visitors when he had finished his
daily training regiment. His camp became the fun camp and
ironically, while whites may have wanted Jeffries to win, they
found that they much preferred making the trip west to Johnson's
camp than the trip south to Jeffries'. Jim Jeffries' camp included
celebrity entertainers, but they were there to entertain him, not
visitors.

Many reporters had accompanied Jack Johnson, Jim Jeffries, and
Tex Rickard to Reno. More were on the way. For the next week and a
half, no one would be able to pick up a newspaper, anywhere in the
country, without running across a Reno dateline. Reno was the most
talked about and written about town in America.



















Chapter 16
Nothing Can Stop it Now





"You share everything in the fight racket but the
punches. You have no partners in pain. They don't sue you to be in
with the beatings. They never give you a contract which entitles
them to a percentage of the blows. They allow you that. You don't
have to hire an attorney to guarantee you the right to take a
licking all by yourself." -Jimmy Cannon

 

Rickard and Gleason received over 3000 requests for press
passes, an amount that would be impossible to grant without having
a large negative impact on the gate. Certainly many requests were
no more than an effort to mooch free tickets. Nevertheless, as the
scene of the fight shifted to Reno, hoards of journalists, "the
literary army of the world," descended upon the Truckee Meadows.
Boxing has always inspired better, more passionate prose than other
sports; about this particular fight the magazine Current Literature
commented, "One might almost be excused for remarking that it
produced a veritable renaissance in American literature. Men wrote
who never wrote before, incited by the intensity of their feelings,
as the fateful day approached, to burst forth in beautiful periods
of simple and lucent prose." About 300 corespondents arrived almost
immediately. Famous novelists like Rex Beach and Jack London, who
filed syndicated columns which were printed across the United
States and Canada, joined regular correspondents from all the
leading papers. The San Francisco Chronicle, in addition to
publishing London and Beach, sent a staff of 16 and a special train
with a dark room for developing film. Athletes and ex-athletes like
boxers John L. Sullivan, Jim Corbett, and Battling Nelson and
wrestlers like Billy Muldoon and Frank Gotch filed daily reports
with the help of ghostwriters. Famous wild west gun fighter and
long standing sports editor of the New York Morning Telegraph, Bat
Masterson would also report for the Cleveland News, Cincinnati
Times-Star, Chicago Inter Ocean, St Louis Globe-Democrat and the
Boston Post. Every human being with a hint of athletic experience
was recruited to give their daily expert insight into the
pugilistic world so that laymen might understand the finer points
of the game and help identify the characteristics which
distinguished the two fighters.

The media circus was a story in itself. What else were
correspondents to do when news from the training camps was slow
besides report on themselves? In Jack London's first report from
Reno on June 23rd , he declared that "never … at any one
place, was congregated so large a number of writers and
illustrators." He made this comment with 11 days still to go until
the actual fight! By fight day, there would be approximately 1500
correspondents in Reno vying for the several hundred press passes
which Tex has set aside. Millions of words clicked across the
transcontinental telegraph wires, eight hundred thousand words
alone on July 4th, making it the busiest day in Western Union
history.

The sudden eruption of electronic verbiage strained the existing
Western Union and Postal Telegraph Service's Reno facilities. Local
managers responded by opening additional offices which provided
journalists with desks, typewriters, paper, and messengers so that
they could comfortably prepare their copy. The effort to improve
working conditions was much appreciated by the "war
correspondents." However, almost as soon as the expanded offices
were opened, the decision to provide these facilities was
countermanded by corporate headquarters in New York which insisted
that the journalists use the "regular" facilities despite the fact
that each telegraph company's "regular" Reno office could not
accommodate more than three customers at a time. The peeved
newspaper men made sure that their mistreatment at the hands of the
telegraph companies was well publicized in their reports from Reno.
In addition, hundreds of journalists signed a petition protesting
their treatment.

Associated Press reporters, however, did not suffer the same
inconveniences as their unaligned brethren. The Reno Evening
Gazette building, which had a private telegraph line, was enlarged
to accommodate the additional AP staff, ten reporters and four
telegraph operators, who came to Reno to cover the fight.16.1 It
appears as if the news services, the Associated Press and the
United Press, had used their leverage with the wire services to put
the kibosh on local managers' effort to service their competitors.
Selling wire service copy to newspapers is how the AP and UP earned
their money. If transmitting stories became too convenient for the
newspapers' own reporters, they might purchase fewer stories from
the news services.

While the telegraph companies' corporate brass remained
intransigent to the pleas of newspapermen, the Reno Commercial Club
helped to ease the strain by providing space for them at its new
Publicity and Information Bureau. The Bureau, which was created to
promote Nevada agriculture and industry, took advantage of the
telegraph dispute by providing to the newspaper men that which the
wire services had taken away. Still, journalists had to wait in
line on Center Street to file their reports while Morse operators
worked around the clock transmitting stories at a rate of 30 to 40
words per minute.

Press coverage of preparations for the fight naturally focused
on the two training camps. The contrast between the two fighters
and the atmosphere surrounding their respective training facilities
could not have been sharper. Johnson lived life with unparalleled
zest and supreme self confidence. But, his joie de vivre was detailed by journalists with
racially tainted adjectives such as carefree, jolly,
laughter-loving, and lazy and were typically modifying nouns such
as "coon" or "nigger," or for more progressive journalists,
"Ethiopian" or "Negro." Underlying these descriptions was the view
that Jack, as well as all other blacks, were carefree because they
were incapable of understanding the consequences of their
actions.

From the educated elite to the man on the street, journalists
channeled conventional understanding of the black race to their
unenlightened readers. Johnson's alleged character traits were
nothing more than generalizations about black men that could be
found in a wide variety of sources. The spectrum of Johnson
profiles ran from mildly racist to viciously racist, with the
southern press leaning toward viciousness.

Jack London's racism was mild, more matter-of-fact than
spiteful. But even he described both Johnson and Jeffries in terms
that went beyond mere racial bias. London's columns were not
subtle, but straightforward racial portraits. If London could be
plucked from his era and transplanted into the 21st century, he
would be seen as a blatant racist, but that would be unjust. At the
time, his views were mainstream, melodramatized iterations of
received wisdom, which were "supported" by scientific hypotheses,
regardless of how absurd and unsubstantiated. London profiles
Johnson this way: "Under all his large garniture of fighting
strength, Johnson is happy-go-lucky in temperament, as light and
carefree as a child. He is easily amused. He lives more in the
moment, and joy and sorrow are swift passing moods with him. He is
not capable of seriously adjusting his actions to remote ends."
London's remarks were not even slightly unique, rather, they
reflected the universally reported, standard view of the black
man's disposition. The fact that London liked Johnson did not
prevent him from describing him this way. He was simply incapable
or unwilling to see him differently.

How then was Jeffries portrayed? His physical description was
ornamented with those characteristics which exemplify the highest
level of the white race, evocative reminders of the "legendary
Teutonic warrior" or an ancient Greek athlete. Unlike Johnson, his
mental capacity and emotional structure were not analyzed. Why
would they have been? White readers did not need a discourse on how
whites were wired; the presumption was that they already knew. Yet,
apparently, the color line had succeeded in keeping whites
insulated enough from blacks that the only way to learn about
blacks was by reading newspapers.

With the fight imminent, no journals reported Johnson as the
extremely intelligent man that he was. That did not fit the script.
Yet juxtaposed with this conventional view of blacks as illiterate
and simple-minded was this man, the unknown Jack Johnson, whose
reading material while in Reno was the two volume tome, A History of the Warfare of Modern Science and Theology16.2. It
would take a lot of ambition to tackle the comprehensive
philosophical debate covered in the 1000 pages of this book. It is
doubtful if even one journalist had so much as cracked the cover of
this intellectual monstrosity and yet it was not too overwhelming
for Johnson's "childlike mind." It was only years later that Rex
Beach, whose racial profile at the time sounded almost exactly like
Jack London's, mentioned that this was Johnson's reading material
during his stay in Reno. Johnson's taste for such high culture as
Opera and Shakespearean Theater also went unmentioned.

Many journalists caricatured Johnson as an ignorant Negro and
assigned to him fictional speech patterns that did not remotely
reflect his manner of speaking. He didn't speak like a poor
southern black man. In fact, he frequently spoke in an affected
Caribbean British accent which he had picked up from his friend Joe
Walcott, a native of Barbados. Years earlier, a San Francisco
journalist remarked how stunned she was when she discovered during
an interview how articulate and well educated Johnson sounded. Yet,
many journalists flagrantly mischaracterized the champion by simply
making up stories and phony conversations in order to portray him
stereotypically. The Cincinnati Times Star described Johnson as
"the very type of darkey who likes to sit in the sun, and roll
cigarettes and drink beer out of a bucket, and now and then clear
the atmosphere by a fine, old-fashioned, all-around-the-plantation
fight… ." Further, Jack is described as a "jolly, grinning,
laughter loving coon" and is quoted using such hideous dialog as
"Law, do I git paid foh fight-in?"

Reverend S.G. Wilson of the Emmanuel Baptist Church in
neighboring Sparks, Nevada, while opposed to prizefighting, was a
strong believer in physical education and the merits of a strong
body. With this in mind he agreed to interview and observe both
Johnson and Jeffries and report his findings in a special column in
Reno's morning paper, the Nevada State Journal (NSJ). In his
pleasant meeting with Johnson, Wilson discovered him to be
deferential, gracious, and intelligent, and "not boastful."
Ironically, since he was not a journalist, he could describe
Johnson the way he perceived him, as a man rather than as a
caricature or a stereotype. After the interview, the Reverend
departed amiably, taking with him a punching bag which Johnson
donated for the benefit of the church gymnasium. By the time the
Reverend had traveled to Moana for the other half of his analysis,
he was too late to catch Jeffries who had already departed on his
daily fishing trip. In sum, his opinion of Johnson and
prizefighting was that although Jack was "a good enough fellow in
his way," as far as boxing was concerned, it was a "bad business
and a wrong business."

Regardless of people's opinions about race in general or Johnson
specifically, everyone - fan or journalist, man or woman, adult or
child - enjoyed visiting Johnson's camp, where Jack played the part
of courteous and welcoming host. One journalist stated about Jack
that "when he isn't smiling, he's preparing to," and that "he talks
to everyone and is at all times obliging." If he had only been
white, he would have been the overwhelming fan favorite.
Journalists could count on observing his workouts because they
followed a published schedule. If there was a change in plan, or a
cancellation of a workout, Jack would send a messenger into town to
inform the reporters. And when the days training was done, Rex
Beach reported that Rick's Roadhouse turned into a "honkey tonk"
with two pianists, a fiddler and "two roulette wheels going
constantly."

For a good time and newsworthy action, Johnson's camp was
definitely the place to go. For those who preferred waiting around
all day in an atmosphere of Germanic gravity, with only slight
promise of witnessing any activity, then Jeffries' camp was the
place to go. Only out of a sense of journalistic obligation did
correspondents visit Jeff's camp, searching for any tidbit to
report back to avaricious readers who required frequent updates on
the fitness of the great white champion. Rex Beach did not hide the
fact that Jeffries was hard to cover. "I've been in Reno for a week
and haven't a peek at Jeffries yet. I've Marathoned (sic) out to
Moana Springs three times a day until alkali dust is like talcum
powder in my nostrils, and I haven't seen him put on a mitt. He can
smell a spectator for a mile and he seems to know just when we
won't be there." Beach and others assumed that Jeff was training on
the sly, at times when no witnesses were present. In hindsight, it
seems equally likely that Jeff wasn't training much at all. A
cartoon in the Reno Evening Gazette showed Corbett and Jeffries
sparring in the dark while Choynski holds a lantern in the corner.
The caption read " It is now believed that Jeffries has been boxing
every night by lantern light." Jeffries routine in Reno was one of
morning runs followed by brief workouts on pulley machines, jumping
rope, etc. and then canceled sparring sessions in the afternoon in
lieu of trout fishing on the Truckee river. On Sunday the 25th of
June, Reno's temperature elevated to a record high of 95º. While
Jeffries saw this as a good reason to cancel afternoon training,
Johnson insisted that he train at four o'clock as planned despite
the protests of his trainers. Unlike Jeffries, Johnson refused to
disappoint the expected afternoon visitors. The next day the
temperature cooled substantially, yet Jeffries still canceled his
afternoon workout; the temptation of fishing proved too great. One
journalist surmised sarcastically that Jeffries must be "suspicious
that there was still a small trout in the Truckee, despite Sunday's
work." So, he "went out to find out positively… ."

The only exciting news from the Jeffries camp was the arrival of
The Great John L whose visit created a stir which gave the press
two days worth of juicy material. Regrettably, this occurred on
Jeff's first full day in camp. John L. Sullivan, who was covering
the fight for the New York Times, was driven out to Moana. When he
exited the car and approached the camp, he was met at the gate by
Corbett, the man who had taken his title in 1892. In what was
equivalent to insulting royalty, Corbett rudely snubbed The Great
John L by announcing, "Mr. Jeffries does not want to see you. You
have been going around the country saying that the fight is to be a
frame-up." Sullivan denied the allegation. He too, apparently, was
constantly misquoted. Corbett continued, "Ever since I beat you at
New Orleans, you haven't had a kind word for me… ." John L
retreated to his car and went back to town.

If not important news, it was at least great gossip: a feud
between two great champions. Corbett and Jeffries may have had a
point in their complaints about Sullivan, but this wasn't some
nobody, this was The Great John L. Realizing the bad publicity
which had been created by this incident, the three made up the next
day. John L was invited to visit Jeffries' camp, at the suggestion
of Rickard, where the three men made peace while Jeffries got a
massage. Afterward, Jeff, to no one's surprise, went fishing twenty
miles upstream on the Truckee River. He invited Sullivan along, but
the old warhorse begged off; the journey would be too strenuous for
him. After that incident, the news from Jeffries camp became more
prosaic and harder to come by.

For correspondents scrounging for material to fill their quota,
Jeffries may not have been able to provide the necessary fodder. If
the sport and its participants failed to deliver, the politics of
boxing could always be counted on to fill the void; fight opponents
were usually a good source for at least a few paragraphs. While
most of the opposition was east of the Mississippi, there was no
shortage in Nevada. Although staging a prizefight might be
perfectly legal in the state, this would not stop religious groups
and reformers from continuing their effort to halt the fight or at
least demonizing its proponents. This time they lacked
leverage.

Nevada had always been a sort of black sheep. Its slogan,
`Battle Born,' reflects its premature birth into statehood, rushed
into the Union near the end of the Civil War to help re-elect
President Lincoln and pass the 13th amendment, the abolition of
slavery. The population had grown since then but was still sparse
with only 80,000 residents. As the New York World stated "Nevada
neither has virtuous scruples on the subject of prizefighting nor
is concerned with future sites of world's fairs. The Silver State
remains true to its traditions, such as they are." Nevada Governor
Dickerson, who had declared that he was not personally opposed to
prizefighting, disregarded the flood of postcards, letters, and
telegrams his office received and filed them directly into the
trash bin. Tex joked that he was going to give an extra large waste
basket to the governor as a gift. Dickerson had inherited the
office thanks to the premature death of his duly elected
predecessor, "Honest" John Sparks who may not have been so
unconcerned by the opposition nor so accommodating to Tex et al.
Since the late Governor Sparks opposed prizefighting, his demise
must be considered fortunate for gamblers, fighters, and
businessmen. Had he lived, the fight may not have been as secure in
Reno as it was under the acting governor. Reno's mayor, Arthur
Britt, also received an avalanche of mail that he also relegated to
the trash bin. What opponents failed to realize was that the fight
would take place just outside Reno's city limits and therefore
outside of Britt's jurisdiction.

Governor Dickerson would not be swayed by mere protest anymore
than Gillett had been. It also was helpful that Dickerson was an
Ely man like Tex, having been a public servant and a newspaper man
there before moving to the capital. Nevertheless, there was some
local opposition, which had been working hard to change state laws
and reform Nevada's image. Reformers already had succeeded in
outlawing gambling, although the law would not go into effect until
October. Prizefighting was also a target and it was nearly outlawed
by the legislature in 1907. If the fight was to be stopped, it
would take the legislature to do it and it would not be sitting
again until 1911. And, with the deluge of support and excitement
for the bout, there was no chance that a special session would be
called.

At the same time that the businessmen were working to secure the
fight, the Reno Ministerial Union, a multi-denominational
coalition, released the following statement which read in part:

 

"The proposed bringing of the Jeffries - Johnson
prizefight to this city after it has been forbidden in California
and its introduction into almost every other part of the country
has been declared impossible as contrary to law and repugnant to
the moral sense of the people of the country, is a decided menace
to the good results that have already been accomplished. All will
be a backward step from which we shall not recover for years to
come. Aside from all moral questions, the hurt that will be done to
the reputation of our city and state will outweigh a thousand times
the temporary financial advantage that might be derived.
Representing the membership and constituency of the protestant
churches of Reno and Sparks, we the members of the ministers'
association most emphatically protest against the bringing of the
proposed prizefight to this city and contend that our citizens
ought to retain the advantage in reputation already won and
maintain as high a standard of civic decency as that raised by
California, to say nothing of other states of the
union."

The Nevada State Journal courteously printed the widely ignored
statement. The following Sunday, with the fight now definitely on,
Reno's leading clergyman and President of the Ministerial Union,
Methodist Leslie M. Burwell gave a fiery sermon which attracted the
attention of scores of reporters who wouldn't normally set foot in
a church. Addressing a standing room only crowd of 400 in the old
brick church on Sierra Street, Burwell delivered a sermon titled
"Reno's Disgrace" in which he declared that Reno was a "Godless
wallower in the mire before the temple of mammon." Those that
attended prizefights were a "horde of crooks who would steal red
hot stoves and ice out of the refrigerators." He was so concerned
about the bad element that would accompany the fight into town that
he and other ministers advised against women and children being out
unaccompanied after dark. While it was bad enough that Reno
advertised quick divorces and viewed saloons and gambling halls as
its "greatest asset," bringing the Jeffries - Johnson fight was the
worst of all. "… If we have this prizefight and show that we are
delighted over getting it, there will be nothing too bad for the
rest of the world to think about Reno and Nevada. For the sake of
the dollar Reno is willing to sell all that is sacred and best. It
is willing to expose it's citizens and its children to the blight."
He knew it was too late to stop this fight, but encouraged his
flock to "elect a legislature… that will pass a law forbidding
prizefights." Reverend Burwell and other reformers were on the
warpath. They would have their day, but not until after July 4.

Fight opponents such as Burwell rarely encountered contrary
views in the newspapers where elitist editorial boards generally
sympathized with their position. But when the Chicago Record-Herald
criticized Nevada for its moral decadence, two Nevada newspapers
fired back. The NSJ reprinted an editorial originally published in
an another peeved Nevada paper, Austin Nevada's Reese River
Reveille. In acerbic and indignant tones, the editorial declared,
"If Governor Dickerson or any other man in authority in Nevada
allows the hypocritical ignorant deluge of postal cards from
mollycoddle ministers and anaemic maidens of the east to cause them
to raise an obstacle or an objection to the Johnson - Jeffries
prizefight in this state then we will accept the verdict of the
Chicago newspaper that Nevada morals are in decadence." It went on
to list the evils prevalent in eastern cities that "deserve more
attention from the 'Glory to God' clubs than is needed by the
dwellers in the plains and hills of this state. Out here, we can
see a man punched in the face without thinking that the divine
countenance from which man is imaged has been profaned. But we
cannot behold the squalor of an eastern tenement and believe there
is a just man or a minister of God in the same city."

Further, "sickly sentimentality has ever been mistaken for
righteousness, and weakly uttered platitudes from church platforms
have lulled millions of souls to that stupor of self-righteousness
from which they seldom emerge to do manly and Christian service to
the brother who is morally and socially weak." Thousands of Reno
citizens along with visiting journalists and sports must have been
nodding their heads in agreement as they read this editorial over
their morning cups coffee.

Days before July 4th, it seemed as though the villainy which the
ministers predicted would not materialize. This prompted the NSJ to
comment that "notwithstanding the fact that certain churchmen of
the country are deploring the evil effect of prizefights, and
incidentally are severely busy taking the sagebrush state to task
for permitting the Jeffries - Johnson fight, the police force and
the sheriff have broken all records for inactivity." The
authorities were doing a good job maintaining law and order in part
by keeping some of the riffraff from making it to Reno. Union
Pacific detectives in Truckee were giving the boot to dozens of
hobos trying to get a free ride into town. So many made it to
Truckee, that California's railway police began searching trains 30
miles farther to the west at Blue Canyon. In addition, forty
plainclothesmen watched the depot in Reno for pickpockets and
luggage thieves. But those who had gloated over the lack of
criminal activity were soon eating their words. The weekend before
the Monday fight, the population grew rapidly and as the complexion
of the visitors changed, so did the level of crime.

On Thursday June 30th, the sports began to arrive, including Tom
Corbett, brother of Jim, who had been conferred the title of
"official pool seller", roughly equivalent of what today we call a
sports bookmaker. Unlike a modern bookie, a pool seller frequently
acted more like a broker or a real estate agent, matching up
opposing bettors at agreed upon odds for a commission rather that
taking on every bet himself. Corbett opened a branch office of his
San Francisco pool room in the Palace Club on the corner of
Commercial Row and Center Street. The arrival of the gambling crowd
completely changed the atmosphere at the camps which previously had
been visited mostly by journalists and locals looking for
entertainment. "From now on," reported the NSJ, "both camps will be
besieged by the army of sporting men who began to arrive in numbers
this morning (Friday July 1). They all know both fighters
personally, and will talk and talk by the hour, while the common
people stand outside and watch." When the sports visited the
respective training camps, they meant business. In what was more of
a fiduciary responsibility rather than simple tourism, they nosed
around for the inside dope and sized up the fighters on whom they
would wager considerable sums of money. Unfortunately, by the time
most of them arrived, they had missed most of the serious workouts.
San Francisco sports had witnessed the fighters train in
California, but East Coast gamblers had to content themselves with
information garnered by word of mouth and the fighters physical
appearance.

Wagering favored Jeffries at between 10 to 6 ½ or 10 to 7 (
Jeffries supporters would need to put up 10 against a wager of 7 by
Johnson supporters.) Clearly there was more than cold-blooded
analysis behind these numbers. In England and Australia the
wagering was much more rational at even money. On the opening of
Tom Corbett's pool room it was reported that Jim Corbett
immediately wagered $5000 on Jeffries. Since there was no way to
confirm such a report, one could question the veracity, motive, and
need for such a public display of support on the part of Jeffries'
trainer. The newspapers interpreted Jim's alleged wager as a
pronouncement by "those who should know" that Jeff was truly in top
form; the not so subtle message being that if his trainer is this
confident, then others should feel equally comfortable in backing
the "Boilermaker." Interestingly, Jim Corbett's ghost writer at the
time, who Tex Rickard's biographer Charles Samuels described as the
man who wrote Corbett's daily "lies," wagered on Johnson. Bob
Armstrong, Jeffries' large black sparring partner, offered a wager
of $3000 on Jeffries at 10 to 7 ½, outside the range of active
betting and a price at which there was little chance he would find
a taker. It seems that either Armstrong was shrewdly looking for a
good price or merely felt obligated to display support for his
patron without actually completing the wager.

Since the odds moved to a solid 10 to 6 immediately before the
fight, chances are that Armstrong's offer never did find a match.
The NSJ's sports editor, W. J. Slattery, who had maintained his
objectivity since the match was made seven months earlier, astutely
warned readers that the prevailing odds did not accurately reflect
the matchup. Slattery explained, "the odds are ridiculous and they
have been made ridiculous because of the prejudice against Johnson
on account of his color. The man who hopes to pick the winner must
be cold-blooded, cool and calculating. He must fight against any
prejudice which threatens to override his better judgment. He must
overlook caste hatred." This was a warning to amateurs. The
mercenary sports did not need advice on how to be cool and
calculating; they were in it for the money and would have found it
extremely difficult to wager on Jeffries at 10 to 6. While they
might possess racial pride, most sports would not allow sentiment
to interfere with astute gambling. Gambling is not a game where
sentimentality plays a role.

It seems almost certain, that for the first time in prizefight
history there were huge amounts of "dumb" money - public money
which backed all the romantic, melodramatic gobbledygook printed in
the daily papers - wagered by inexperienced gamblers who bet with
their hearts instead of their heads. Jack London reported that
while the wagering was 60% on Jeffries, the talk was 90%. To an
experienced gambler, such sentiment is always a red flag that this
is the wrong side to be on. With the overseas odds at even money,
wagering on Jeffries at 10 to 6 could not be justified - not if the
fight was on the level. So this was the crux of what the sports
were trying to find out; was the fight fixed?

When the fight was announced, long before the flood of money
poured into the pool rooms, the odds were as high as 2-1 in
Jeffries favor. The rumors of the fix had more traction then. From
there, the odds sank and stabilized at 10 -7 for an extended
period. As the fight neared, the serious wagering began and the
price on Jeffries increased. Money was flowing into pool rooms from
believers in the Jeffries myth, white bigots who were caught up in
a nonsensical mania fueled by Rickard and the press, driving down
the odds.

Although many blacks pooled their money to bet on Johnson, the
economic power of whites so dwarfed that of blacks, that the
wagering pools could not possibly be balanced at 10-6 with "black
money" on one side and "white money" on the other. When reports
surfaced about rich men wagering on Jeffries, such as a New York
florist named Thornby who wagered ten thousand, the newspapers
frequently fail to mention who took the other side. Inevitably,
there must have been plenty of "sharp" white sports taking in what
they viewed as "sucker" money on Jeffries. There was so much
Jeffries money coming from rich white bigots that the sports must
have viewed the upcoming bout with greedy delight. In addition,
some big money operators undoubtedly had arbitrage wagers - betting
on Jeffries at even money overseas and offsetting those wagers with
those on Johnson at 7 or 6 to win 10 - which guaranteed them a
profit. In fact, boxer Jimmy Britt telegraphed "Sunny Jim" Coffroth
six days before the fight to inform him that betting in London had
gone to 10-8 in favor of Johnson! When a New York Banker posted
$60,000 to win $100,000 on Johnson in San Francisco, there was a
good chance that he had the other side covered in London. It would
seem that no self respecting professional gambler could bet on
Jeffries at 10-6 so there must have been plenty of quiet,
professional money on Johnson, leaving the bravado and noise making
to the naïve Jeffries bettors, the bigots, and the know-it-alls in
the press. The sentiment may have been with Jeff, but the "smart"
money was on Johnson.

As the crowd in Reno swelled with gamblers, so finally came the
predicted increase in petty crime. Suddenly the jails and courts
were swamped with thieves, mostly pickpockets who preyed on sports
and their hefty bankrolls, and rowdies, who liked to drink and
brawl and were accustomed to being charged with drunken and
disorderly conduct. Trains traveling to Reno were infested with
criminals, many of whom were detected and "put off" along the way.
To handle the onslaught, Reno used temporary deputies to beef up
its police force from twenty five to sixty five. In addition, ten
officers from the state police assisted the locals. Captain Cox of
the state police expressed regret that no detectives from "Chicago,
San Francisco, Portland and other large places" had been sent to
help Nevadans identify what a San Francisco reporter called the
"pale ratfaced men from the underworlds" who were "known very well
by the police of the great cities." But even without their help,
Nevada authorities succeeded in maintaining order and gained the
approbation of both journalists and visitors alike. Only one
burglary took place. Nevertheless, authorities expected that the
prime time for this type of activity would be during the fight,
when most people were at the arena. For this reason, extra bank
guards and security patrols were scheduled for Monday
afternoon.

However, the more famous and powerful crime figures were not in
Reno to commit crime but to watch the fight and gamble. Reportedly
such colorful miscreants as the bank robber Cincinnati Slim, and
Won Let, a professional killer for the Hip Sin Tong, a western
crime syndicate involved in opium dealing, prostitution and
gambling, visited the camps and squeezed around the gambling tables
like everyone else. The con man, Death Valley Scotty, later of
Scotty's Castle fame, was also in town, but he only pretended to
have money. By Saturday afternoon, the crowds around the roulette
tables stood four deep and the limits had been removed. The
gambling halls were getting in as much action as they could before
the city legislated Sunday hiatus kicked in at midnight.

City ordinances also prohibited women from gambling. Thankfully
Rick's Roadhouse and Moana Springs were outside of city limits and
there women could and did push the bounds of acceptable behavior by
taking to the tables. Their mere presence at the camps caused
indignation among the more conservative element. At Jeff's first
public workout in Reno, so many women were present that one of
Jeff's trainers, "Farmer" Burns, politely warned the ladies that
their modesty might be threatened by watching the big man workout;
perhaps they were unaware that Jeff might be shirtless at some
point in his training. Shockingly, none of the women seemed even
slightly concerned by such a possibility. Even more women, who not
only watched but insisted on meeting the champion, attended
Johnson's camp. It was enough to turn a man's stomach, at least the
stomach of a reporter for Leslie's Weekly who opined that "to the
thousands of male boxing fans present in Reno, there was just one
discordant note. This was the presence of women." He went on to
vent his spleen thoroughly on the topic. "Members of the female sex
might have better occupied their time as mothers, wives, and
sisters than by journeying to Reno to wallow about the training
camps, gaping at scantily clad boxers and yipping out their shrill
shrieks in the arena. Some of those women hid behind the excuse
that it was 'good, red blood' in them that made them desirous of
seeing the battle. Red fiddlesticks! It was simply a nauseating
display of feminine curiosity, backed up and encouraged by men who
accompanied them and lacked authority to keep them away. There was
always a crowd of white women at Johnson's camp every day he boxed
and nine out of ten of these women insisted upon being presented to
the black. I saw several woman take their young daughters along
with them when they forced the introduction. It was
disgusting."

In addition to visiting the camps, hundreds of women would
attend the fight. Tex Rickard's vision of boxing was that of a
grand spectacle for all rather than a private gathering of sports.
He included and welcomed women despite the fact that some citizens
frowned on their presence. Some of the more modest women, including
Tex's wife Edith Mae, would sit in the pricey private box built on
the western edge of the arena. The box had been Tex's idea but when
the arena was turned over to him on the Saturday before the fight,
it had not yet been built. Since the carpenters claimed that the
ladies' box was not part of their contract, a new contract was
quickly drawn up and the box was built in time for Monday's event.
From there the ladies could see the fight while keeping their faces
shielded from the gaze of the crowd. Further, a private stairway
lead directly to their seats from outside the arena so that women
might be driven to the foot of the stairs and escorted to their
seat without having to mingle with the rabble. Hundreds of other
less decorous or less wealthy women could be found scattered around
the arena, from the $10 to the $50 seats, unconcerned by their
surroundings. One of them was Jack's "wife" Etta who cheered her
"husband" from ringside. And, although she had attended prizefights
before, Jeffries' wife Frieda, would not attend this battle.
Instead she would ensconce herself at the AP's Reno office in the
Evening Gazette Building and keep herself apprised of the ring
happenings from the round-by-round news service bulletins.

For the most part, the fighters spent the weekend before the
fight relaxing. Jeff could be found in the shade of the willow
trees at Moana, sometimes slumbering, sometimes playing poker with
his camp mates or meeting with well-known sports. He did manage to
find enough time to do a little fishing on Saturday. Heading out of
town in his automobile, he passed Johnson, who was getting in a
some light roadwork, his last bit of exercise before the big battle
on Monday. On Sunday Jeff was unusually quiet. He found it
difficult to concentrate on cards, spoke little, and had no
appetite for his supper. His camp mates began to worry. The camp
physician, Doctor Porter, diagnosed Jeff with "nervous
prostration," but had no quick remedy. Jeff insisted that he would
be fine once the fight started. It should be noted that one version
of the fixed fight story asserts that it was not until Sunday, just
one day before the fight, that Johnson sent a messenger to Jeffries
camp declaring that the deal was off.

Whereas Jeffries' camp was completely surrounded by a white
picket fence with a big sign that read "PRIVATE," Johnson required
no such seclusion. At Rick's, times remained lively. Early in the
weekend, there was still music, skits, and gambling. If Jack wanted
privacy he climbed the stairs to his 2nd floor apartment which was
guarded by two burly black men. But, on Sunday afternoon, Rick's
also quieted down as Johnson rested for the big battle. The calm
before the storm had descended on both camps. In town, the sports
were restricted to playing poker with each other until the roulette
wheels could start spinning again at 12:01 a.m. on Monday.

Despite numerous obstacles, at last it appeared that the biggest
and most trying venture in Tex Rickard's career would actually get
off the ground. Tex was worn out and frazzled. On the cusp of
success, he revealed the frustration which he had felt in reaching
this point. "No one will ever know what trouble I have undergone in
preparing for this fight. It has seemed to me that from the very
start there has been some kind of an organized opposition other
than that of the church federations. Rumors and reports of all
kinds and of a character calculated to injure my interests, have
been sent out. I say as honestly as any man could say it, that
there has been no word of truth in any of it. They originate in
malice and desire to injure me. Business dealings with people who
wanted more than was coming to them and did not get it have played
a part in the game. I have taken them all as they came and said
nothing further than to deny them. Now, however, with the
governor's assurances to back me, I feel like unburdening myself of
an opinion as to these knockers. If I could make my denunciation of
them as strong as my feelings would warrant, I would do so." But
Tex, the outsider from Nevada, had survived his own frustration and
the attacks of his enemies. "The greatest battle of the century"
was now imminent. All the hype, the politics and the anticipation
would be left behind when the combatants finally entered the ring
for a main event which one only hoped would exceed the drama of the
prelude. As the AP reported, somewhat poetically, "all are waiting
for the event which nothing but earthquake or fire or death can now
prevent."























Chapter 17
The End




 

"Whether or not we admit it and however much its truth
may be deplored, the interest of the majority of the ninety-odd
millions of people in these United States is centered on Reno
today." - Chattanooga Times July 4, 1910

 

Jack Johnson declared it to be "… the most picturesque fight
scene ever staged in the history of boxing." Nestled between the
alpine slopes of the Sierra Nevadas to the west and the arid,
sagebrush covered mountains to the east, the Truckee Meadows lies
on the western fringe of the harsh, high desert known as the Great
Basin. The Truckee River, named after a Paiute Indian guide,
descends 2000 feet from Lake Tahoe into the eponymous meadows
surrounding Reno. The meadows are what Jack Johnson described as
the fight's "natural amphitheater." It was of course the same scene
as witnessed by Marvin Hart and Jack Root in 1905 and is similar to
the scene of the Corbett - Fitzsimmons bout in 1897. Jeffries had
been to both places and both fights at times when life was easier
for him, when he had not been the center of national attention nor
even a combatant. Perhaps during those less tumultuous days, the
man who loved the outdoors surveyed the landscape kindly and dwelt
upon its beauty. He was an outdoorsman. The wilderness had always
been his escape. And during the last few enervating days leading up
to the "battle of the century" he needed to escape more than ever.
While trekking along the Truckee river in search of trout, trying
to blot out the uncivilized, civilized world, did he manage to find
serenity or did the image of Jack Johnson, and the nagging
reporters, and the greedy promoters, and the greedy gamblers,
linger indelibly in his thoughts? Could fishing help him escape the
torment of the decisions he had made which had led to this moment?
The unhappy conclusion of his boxing career approached. It could
not be avoided.

The comments of Jeffries' assistant trainer and famous wrestler,
William Muldoon, expressed the unbearable burden which had been
placed on his shoulders: "No man ever stepped into a prize ring
with greater responsibilities, in the fact that he will represent
the white against the black race. He fully appreciates the
importance of his undertaking as he is attempting to do what no
other man in the world today can do. He knows the entire world has
their eyes on him to make good. It is an awful responsibility for
any one man." In fact, it was too much "awful responsibility" for a
man riddled with self-doubt. By the afternoon of July 4th the
burden of unrealistic white expectations had nearly crushed his
spirit. All that remained was for Jeffries to present himself,
finally and willingly, for sacrificial slaughter; the four posted
alter to Caucasian vanity awaited.

The gates to the stop sign shaped arena had opened at noon and
thousands of fans holding standing-room-only tickets had rushed in.
Halfway through the arena's construction it had become clear that
there was more demand for tickets then the 16,000 seats could
accommodate so the plans were modified to add a six food wide
platform skirting the upper level for SRO spectators. The men who
held these tickets scurried in first in order to secure a good spot
to stand. There they would have to wait for another two hours and
forty minutes before the fight began. Beyond the stadium's
confines, it was a typically beautiful and comfortable Reno summer
day with the temperature in the seventies and a light breeze; but
inside the flat bowl shaped octagon, the breeze failed to penetrate
and the wooden planks absorbed the heat of the strong Nevada sun.
The rough-hewn benches, the cheap seats, which made up the outer
half of the arena, oozed with warm pitch. Those who purchased more
expensive seats luxuriated in smoothly planed benches, a closer
view, and the absence of pants-ruining sap. A barbed wire fence
prevented those in the cheap seats from invading the lower
sections.

At 12:50 the municipal band began to play, starting with such
patriotic numbers as "The Red White and Blue" and "My Country 'tis
of Thee." They also played "Dixie." The match was scheduled to
start between 1:30 and 2:00. The fighters were to have entered the
ring at 1:30 but Jeffries was late. He did not arrive at the arena
until 2:00 at which time Billy Jordan cleared the ring. The
venerable wrestler and trainer Billy Muldoon roused the crowd to
give three cheers for Nevada, "the last free state." Then, at Tex's
request, Billy made an announcement imploring fans at ringside to
respectfully and peacefully accept the outcome of the fight
regardless of the winner.

This was an interesting statement. Rather than a plea for racial
understanding, this seems more like saying "attention, the fix is
off. Johnson could win." Perhaps this is cynical, but coming on the
heels of the announcement which Tex had just made concerning the
purse structure, this seems like a reasonable inference. No longer
would the purse be split 75-25 as was agreed in December. It was
now, thanks to a last minute adjustment, 60-40. In addition, each
fighter was to receive a $10,000 bonus. Suddenly, the loser's share
had increased from $25,250 to $50,400, an amount greater by far
than any previous boxing match's winner's share. Might it be that
Jeffries was late arriving at the arena because of this last minute
renegotiation? For those sports who were late realizing that this
was to be a fair fight, Tom Corbett was still hard at work, pooling
wagers inside the arena. There was still plenty of time to
wager.

Billy Jordan began to introduce the vast assemblage of boxing
nobility starting with The Great John L, who was greeted
enthusiastically. As the seemingly endless introductions began to
drag on through the minor nobility, the crowd began to grow
restless and began to holler for the "big fellows" who finally
appeared around 2:30. (One fighter who was not in attendance was
the "likable colored boy" Joe Gans, who had won the hearts of
Goldfielders four years earlier. He was dieing of tuberculosis and
would soon pass away.)

All week, so called experts had been giving their predictions.
Experts from the Jeffries camp - Corbett, Choynski, Armstrong, etc
- naturally picked Jeff. Like a broken record, they all had exactly
the same view: Jeff was in the best condition of his life and the
longer the fight went the better. From various members of the
Jeffries camp came these statements: "Jeffries has never been one
ounce better than his is right now." "Jeffries is in much better
condition than he himself realizes." "I have never seen as finely a
conditioned athlete as Jeffries is." "The man certainly is
perfectly trained." Their views seemed scripted like propaganda.
They said it over and over until this view gained widespread
credence in the press. Men like Rube Goldberg were convinced by
their statements. He reported that, "Unless everyone on the grounds
is insane, including old time fighters, newspaper experts, medical
authorities, trainers and laymen, Jeff is in perfect trim." Say it
often enough and it must be true.

Members of Johnson's camp came across as more animated and
confident, like Jack himself. Kid Cotton pulled no punches when he
declared "Johnson is the greatest boxer that ever pulled on a
glove. I know Jack will win decisively." Or "Young" Peter Jackson,
another black fighter who declared "I believe that Jack Johnson is
the cleverest fighter that ever donned the gloves. Jack is a
remarkable boxer. I have yet to see the man that can compare to
him… Jeff is going to have a hard time hitting Jack, and it's safe
to say that Jack is going to cut him up some." The venerable Billy
Delaney opined more laconically, "Johnson will win - of this there
is no doubt." But the most notable prediction and one worth
remembering was this one from Jack Johnson himself. While advising
a man to accept a large wager on him, he predicted exactly how the
fight would go. "I am going to worry Mr. Jeffries for fifteen
rounds and then knock him out."

The time had arrived. Inside the arena, Jeffries advanced from
his dressing room toward the ring smothered in a thunderous
ovation, but his mind was warped and torn by unpleasant
convulsions; he appeared to be in a stupor. His hands and feet were
cold. He could not hear himself breathe nor feel his steps beneath
him, yet he shuffled toward the ring, pulled forward by thirty
thousand eyes. Wearing a gray suit coat, a sporting cap and an
expression of trepidation, he climbed into the ring to face the
ugly truth of a hopeless battle. A few paces behind him marched Bob
Armstrong, suitably reminiscent of an imperial slave, carrying a
giant sunshade which he would employ between rounds to keep
Jeffries cool.

Johnson, wearing an oversized, floor length, gray silk robe and
an ear to ear golden smile, had already entered the ring, to polite
applause and a smattering of boos. There he awaited the arrival of
the great white champion. The moment of truth had arrived. The
great clash of the races was about to begin. 17,000 spectators
filled the arena and millions of people around the world looked
forward to round by round bulletins about the doings in Reno. In
every major city from Los Angeles to London, from Minneapolis to
Melbourne, pedestrians overflowed the sidewalks and filled the
streets around their newspaper offices. In San Francisco, rather
than simply reading or posting bulletins, virtual reality was
created by actors who were hired to reproduce the fight action on
an outdoor elevated platform.

Jeffries, alone, heart racing, with all the world watching,
carried the white man's burden into the ring. As he climbed the
ring stairs he resembled more a condemned man climbing the stairs
to the gallows than a cocksure great champion. In this most basic
of human sporting contests he would have no protection, no support
from teammates, and no place to hide. If he failed, there was only
one possible outcome: a physical beating so severe that he would
either completely lose consciousness or at a minimum, lose
cognition and the ability to coordinate the use of his limbs. The
referee would not protect him; he would not stop the fight to save
him from excessive punishment. There was no standing eight count.
Nor could a fighter escape by merely surviving twelve, fifteen, or
even twenty rounds. This was a championship fight, scheduled for 45
rounds - a number of rounds not expected to be reached. It was a
length designed to give the combatants ample time to settle matters
completely and finally in the ring. A decision was neither expected
nor desired. In the end, only one man would remain standing.

Upon entering the ring, Jeff took a seat on his stool in the
southwest corner and presented his hands to be wrapped in gauze by
the great - and notoriously corrupt - featherweight champion, Abe
Attell. He watched famous fight announcer Billy Jordan, a
white-haired, avuncular man, who was the Michael Buffer of his day
in all but appearance, introduce his opponent. For over forty years
he had been the ring announcer for hundreds of fights. His
customary phrase to kick off a match was "let 'er go," which must
have excited fans during that era (or grown as tiresome) as
Buffer's "let's get ready to rumble" does today. In contradiction
of the official souvenir program, Jordan introduced Johnson as "the
heavyweight champion of the world." It was a courtesy he
deserved.

Johnson received a cool but not hostile reception. Based on the
hyperbole and vitriol ahead of this fight, one would have expected
a more severe greeting. Yet, unlike the hostility that greeted him
in Australia for his fight with Tommy Burns, there was no hysteria
and no vindictive cries for his death. It seems that much of the
crowd viewed Johnson more like the wagering proposition that he was
than as an insidious threat to civilization. Based on the crowd's
reaction, it would not be unreasonable to assume that most of them
had indeed wagered on Johnson.

After Attell finished wrapping Jeffries' hands, Jeff stripped
down to purple boxing trunks belted with an American flag, and
proceeded to the center of the ring where he was introduced by
Jordan as the "great and only undefeated champion of the world." In
response, the crowd erupted into lengthy and deafening applause. In
the northeast corner of the ring, Johnson respectfully clapped,
too.

At 2:44, the "Battle of the Century" got under way. By 2:48 it
had become the "Beating of the Century." From the start it was not
so much a "battle" as a sacrifice, more like a bullfight than an
evenly matched championship contest. And like the bull, Jeffries
chances were slim. The early rounds resembled the almost riskless
wounding of the beast; two stinging Johnson uppercuts in the
second, like the lances of the picador, began the methodical and
ritualistic slaughter. There is always a chance that the bull might
summon enough energy to mortally wound the matador if he is not
careful or underestimates the bull's strength but on this day there
was no such danger. Jack played the role of flamboyant matador to
perfection, manipulating the bull at his will, toying with him,
taunting him, all the while smiling his golden smile. There was no
need for Jack to finish Jeffries quickly for championship boxing
was a marathon, not a sprint. In theory, a 45 round bout could last
nearly 3 hours if it went the distance, but since going the
distance was not at all likely, the idea of winning rounds was
meaningless except as it contributed toward wearing down the
opponent. The notion of scoring rounds like a tennis match, as is
done today, so that if the fight actually reached its 45 round
limit it might be settled in a box score of something like 25-20,
was absurd. The extreme length of the contest meant that boxing
skill needed to be equally paired with physical endurance. For this
reason, conditioning was of critical importance and it is why
fighters of this era ran many more miles than fighters today. In
training for the match, both fighters spent mornings running
distances of 15 or 20 miles.

As a champion, Jeffries had not only maintained an exceptionally
high level of conditioning, but he had also always been able to
take a beating and keep on coming. He would stoically take
punishment to wear out his opponent. During his reign he had
endured the blows of Sharky, Corbett, and Fitzsimmons yet battled
on unfazed against each, but these punches from Johnson were a
different matter; these punches did damage. It soon became apparent
that Jeff would not be able to shake off these blows and then
defeat Johnson by outlasting him, by being stronger in the late
rounds, because Johnson, who never seemed to exert himself and
never seemed under duress, was also in superior condition. To make
matters worse, Jeffries could not hit Johnson because his defense
was nearly impenetrable. In Jeff's corner, Corbett employed a less
than brilliant strategy of trying to enrage Jack through taunting,
to goad him out of his defensive posture into an aggressive
attacking mode that would open him up to Jeff's powerful punches.
Besides being mistaken, as if Jack had not been exposed to more and
worse taunting during his career than Corbett could dish out, Jack
simultaneously dominated Corbett in verbal sparring as much as he
dominated Jeffries physically.

Opinions varied as to when Jeffries' defeat became obvious.
Promoter cum referee Rickard estimated the turning point, if such a
term is even appropriate, to have occurred in the second round when
Johnson landed the first solid punch. From his close-up point of
view this was clearly enough to confirm that the bout was a
mismatch. In hindsight it could be argued that the turning point
was when Jeffries signed the contract in New Jersey or perhaps when
the fight was moved to Reno. Jeffries certainly looked like a
defeated man before he entered the ring. However, on this day, one
could point to any of a surfeit of blows or Johnson dominated
rounds which might have signaled inescapable doom for the
Boilermaker. Perhaps it was the 6th when Johnson closed Jeffries'
right eye with a left uppercut. Perhaps the seventh when a series
of punches turned Jeff's face into hamburger. Or the eighth, the
bulletin of which brought Frieda Jeffries to tears on the 4th floor
of the Evening Gazette building. Johnson, too, felt pity. "I could
see in the early rounds that he was out. I felt sorry for him. He
had no chance after that blow in the eye in the second round. When
I saw him bleeding and gradually sinking it made my heart
ache."

From the seventh round on, Jeff took a horrendous beating and by
the twelfth his corner appeared gloomily resolved to the
inevitable. The end came in the 15th, just as Johnson predicted. At
long last the matador mercifully applied the coup de grace.

As the gong sounded to start the fifteenth, Jeffries, his face
swollen and bloody, staggered forward with little remaining
strength, still trying futilely to attack. Jack unloaded a
combination, driving Jeffries back. Then another combination sent
Jeffries to the canvas for the first time in his career. He slumped
pitifully over the bottom rope, resting on on all fours until he
regained his feet by the count of nine only to be pummeled again.
The scenario repeated, but on the third knockdown it was obvious
that Jeff could never recover, so Corbett stepped into the ring and
yelled to Rickard, "We lose, Tex," thus sparing the former great
champion the ignominy of being counted out. Rickard immediately
stepped between Johnson and the floundering Jeffries, placed his
hand on Jack's shoulder and declared him the winner.

The initial buzz in the arena yielded to an eerie silence. For a
few moments the bewildered spectators just lingered quietly, not
knowing what to do or how to react, until they simply began to
quietly file out. Money had been made and lost. It had been a great
betting event. After all, boxing was at its root nothing more than
an elaborate gambling game and in the end the game had been fair
even if the proposition had not. People who knew Tex Rickard knew
that he always ran a straight game. Most of the sports were
probably on the right side - the side that had fleeced the public.
And yet, having seen the old champion brought low touched the
cynical old sports with melancholy. As they exited, respectfully
silent, their shadows grown long in the late afternoon sun, they
contemplated the scene in the ring and felt a little hollow, as if
they at witnessed the passing of a dear friend. Gazing into the
southwest corner of the ring, where the fallen champion was
recovering on his stool, was like looking back in time at the
remnants of a bygone era, the era of the sporting life whose
heroes, Corbet and Jeffries, had been rendered suddenly archaic.
These men who had dominated the adolescence of the gloved age were
finished. Jack Johnson had demonstrated a new level of pugilistic
mastery which left these two former champions far behind. And the
trials and tribulations which preceded the great battle assured
that boxing would never be the same again. California, the last
great bastion of boxing in America had emasculated the sport. Only
Nevada remained. But talk circulated at ringside that
prizefighting's days were numbered here, too.

For the man who never liked boxing, his career was finally and
thankfully over. Having been helped from the maroon canvas back to
his stool, Jeffries gazed around in a stupor, his mental functions
having been reduced to instinct and vague recognition. He gazed
into Corbett's eyes, perhaps not even remembering his name, and
asked for Johnson's gloves. The White Hope, the Boilermaker, the
California Grizzly, "the great and only undefeated champion of the
world," may have been defeated, but finally he would be left alone.
At long last he could retreat from the ring and the spotlight and
enjoy a quiet, private life. At least he had earned that.

To the outside world it was a race battle to clarify at least
some aspects - physical strength, mental toughness and cleverness,
bravery - of racial taxonomy. By its own standards, Jeffries'
defeat should have meant that white superiority was dead. But the
white press didn't especially like the results and subsequently
contradicted their earlier beliefs by rationalizing that the
outcome of the fight meant nothing since Jeffries was an old,
washed up, shadow of his former self. Many editorials conveniently
ignored Jeffries' subsequent admission that even at his best he
never could have beaten Johnson. Harper's
Weekly twisted the truth by insisting that Johnson "dared
not fight Jeffries when the boilermaker was in his prime," implying
that it had been Johnson, not Jeffries, who had years earlier done
the dodging. Even if one accepted that Johnson was physically
superior to Jeffries, it no longer mattered. The LA Daily Times
adroitly reformulated the argument by stating that physical
strength was meaningless. It was mental superiority that counted.
In this regard, "The white man's mental supremacy is fully
established and for the present cannot be taken from him. His
superiority does not rest on any huge bulk of muscle, but on brain
development that has weighed worlds and charmed the most subtle
secrets from the heart of nature." Blacks were admonished. "Do not
point your nose too high. Do not swell your chest too much. Do not
boast too loudly… .Let not your ambition be inordinate or take a
wrong direction… Remember, you have done nothing at all. You are
the same member of society you were last week… .You are on no
higher a plane, deserve no new consideration, and you will get
none."

Yet blacks who had so little - so little rights, so little
opportunity, so little education, and so little justice -
nevertheless felt enormous pride. Despite the injunctions from
black leaders expressing that Jack Johnson was a poor role model,
his victory over Jeffries elevated him to demigod status. While
white America wished they could forget him, black America
mythologized him.

His dominating victory over Jeffries was the apex of his career.
The "battle of the century" destroyed Jeffries; he was finished for
good, sent back to the farm as the failed redeemer. But it
destroyed Johnson, too, although this was not immediately apparent.
By Johnson's own admission, it was the beginning of the end. Having
achieved the highest success in the ring, his frenetic and
uncompromising life began to crumble around him. His victory over
Jeffries made him a target for old and new enemies alike. In white
America, a black demigod could not survive for long. For his
defeat, Jeffries received peace. For his victory, Johnson received
turmoil.

The crowds which had overrun Reno departed faster than they
came. Thousands, including Jack Johnson left within hours of the
fight. Within days, all the visitors would be gone. The roulette
and faro tables would once again be stored away, this time for
good. All that remained was an empty wooden stadium left drying in
the sun at the edge of the Union Pacific tracks, reminding
passengers on passing trains that this had been the site of the
"battle of the century."










Chapter 18
Aftermath




 



Race Riots

The widespread incidents of mob violence which followed in
response to Johnson's victory were labeled "race riots" in the
headlines of major newspapers. But unlike previous and subsequent
riots, in which some incident sparks an uprising within the black
community, the vast majority of these "fight of the century" riots
were simply white retribution against blacks for their pride,
whether real or perceived, in the black man's victory. Rather than
rioting, most blacks tried to keep a low profile and avoided the
white mobs until the storm blew over.

 

Prizefighting

In the aftermath of the "fight of the century," proponents of
prizefighting were on the ropes. The survival of the game depended
on compromise and submission to regulation. As the San Fransisco
Chronicle reported, "a hundred minsters could not have done more to
bring about the end of boxing than this fight." All the old
opposition arguments gained new life. In the opinion of the
Philadelphia Ledger, "If two men are to fight to determine which is
the 'better man,' why should not their partisans apply the same
test on a larger scale? This is a reversion to barbarism, and there
is no getting away from the fact that the prizefight itself is a
barbaric survivor which modern civilization, for its own security,
cannot continue to tolerate." The Baltimore American stated simply,
"pugilism must be downed. It meets no good purpose." Even America's
manliest man, Theodore Roosevelt, declared that "prizefighting and
attendant gambling was "thoroughly unhealthy,"'and he hoped that
the Reno prizefight would be the last to ever take place on
American soil.

Soon after the bout, the State of New York began a trend that
became the wave of the future; it established the New York State
Athletic Commission (NYSAC) to supervise boxing. The establishment
of such a commission would inspire the development of similar
governing bodies in other states and eventually lead to the first
nationwide sanctioning body, the National Boxing Association in
1921, which became the World Boxing Association (WBA) in 1962. Yet
even the existence of the New York Athletic Commission did not
assure survival of the sport in New York where, throughout the
pre-World War I years, prizefighting/boxing tottered on the verge
of total prohibition. When Jack Johnson decided in 1912 that it was
time to defend his title, he hoped to do it in a 10 round battle in
New York, but the NYSAC banned him from boxing in the state. The
sport's legal status was far too precarious to allow someone as
controversial as Johnson to fight there; it could not afford any
negative publicity. Had New Mexico not entered the Union in 1912,
there would have been no place in the United States for Johnson to
defend his title. Nevada was no longer the state of last resort.
The short-lived city of Metropolis, Nevada hoped to host the
Johnson - Flynn (Johnson's first subsequent defense) championship
bout, but procedural changes in licensing and the election of a
progressive Governor, Tasker Oddie, effectively eliminated Nevada
as an option. Nevada's attorney general declared that the
Johnson-Flynn fight could not take place there. By 1913, the Nevada
legislature passed a new boxing law which limited fights to ten
rounds. In New York, in spite of the Athletic Commission, boxing
was again completely banned in 1917 but then re-legalized for good
under the Walker law in 1920.

Government regulation helped to morph prizefighting into modern
boxing, which became immensely popular after the Great War. In
1926, Jack Dempsey would become the first (universally recognized)
heavyweight champion to lose the title via decision18.1 when he
lost to Gene Tunney in 10 rounds before 120,000 fans in
Philadelphia. Tex Rickard was the promoter.

 



Moving Pictures

Immediately after the Reno fight, city and state governments
moved to ban the showing of the fight films. Within days the films
were forbidden to be seen in approximately half of the country.
Even San Francisco banned the films. Mayor McCarthy stated,
"inasmuch as this contest resolved itself into a prizefight pure
and simple and was not a boxing match, the exhibition of the moving
pictures would be as unlawful as the fight itself. I will not
permit them to be shown in San Francisco." Efforts to prevent the
showing of the fight films were in progress long before the fight
took place. Johnson's victory only solidified the desire to stop
their showing. Before the fight took place, both fighters sold
their shares for substantially less (Johnson for $50,000 and
Jeffries for $60,000) than their estimated worth. Part of the
reason for such parsimonious deals must have been due to the
anticipation of bans, but also was probably in part a result of the
one sided negotiating power of the Edison film trust, which
monopolized the motion picture industry. Despite the bans, enough
people in enough locations were able to see the films to make them
profitable. In 1912, after the Johnson - Flynn bout, the federal
government finally got involved and banned the interstate
transportation of fight films.

 

The Stadium

The Reno arena sat unused until the following October when it
was dismantled. The lumber was sold in order to settle outstanding
debts to the contractor. The Reno Athletic Club never fulfilled its
obligation to either Friedhoff, the builder, or McLaughlin, the
architect, both of whom filed suit against the businessmen's group
shortly after the fight.

 

Jack Johnson

As Jack Johnson drove from Rick's roadhouse to the Union Pacific
station in Reno after the fight, he was greeted by cheers from
people he passed on the street and was given a fond and rousing
sendoff from the depot. Just before the bout, he released this
courteous statement: "I want to thank the people of Reno and the
State of Nevada for the cordial way in which I have been treated. I
feel that I have made many friends here, and no matter what the
result of the fight I still want them to remember me."

Johnson had the extreme misfortune of being a profligate black
champion in the midst of a period which Mann Act historian David J.
Langum called the "Moral Panic" of 1907 to 1914. The Mann Act,
which is still on the books, is vaguely written legislation which
grants federal law enforcement arbitrary power. An act which was
designed to protect white women from becoming trapped in lives of
prostitution, so called "white slavery," instead became the
instrument for the enforcement of the era's onerous moral standards
and a tool for intimidation of nonconformists. Ominously, the first
arrests under the act occurred on July 8, 1910 in Chicago, four
days after the "fight of the century." Jack Johnson was arrested
for violation of the Mann Act near the end of 1912 and convicted in
1913. It is not that he wasn't guilty; by definition, any man who
traveled across state lines with a woman who was not his wife with
the intent to commit an immoral act was guilty. But this was
selective prosecution based on his high profile and repellent
behavior. He was not alone. Through April 1914, 51 out of 531
convictions were for nothing more than simple adultery. The same
law would later be used against Charlie Chaplin and Chuck
Berry.

In any case, Johnson fled the country and became a fugitive from
justice for seven years. In 1915 he lost his title to Jess Willard
in Havana, Cuba. After dominating the early rounds, the out of
shape fighter was knocked out in the 26th. In 1920 he returned to
the United States, served a year in Leavenworth Federal
Penitentiary, and then continued to box and perform in the theater.
In 1946 he died when he lost control of his speeding car and hit a
telephone pole outside of Raleigh, North Carolina.

 

Jim Jeffries

Jim Jeffries, his camp, and promoter Jack Gleason, made a poor
impression on the town of Reno. The local press termed them
discourteous and boorish and residents were glad to be rid of them.
On Jeff's departure, no one turned out to bid him farewell. Shortly
after the Reno fight, talk that Jeffries had been poisoned began to
surface. Not wanting to sound like he was making excuses, Jeffries
initially dismissed the assertion, but by the time his biography
"Two Fisted Jeff" was published in 1929, he had reversed his public
stance. Boxing historians dismiss these claims but it seems
plausible that he may have indeed been poisoned, not as part of any
nefarious plot, but unintentionally by the consumption of mercury
contaminated fish. Pollution of mountain lakes and streams with
mercury is a residual effect of late 19th century mining which
makes much of the fish in the Sierra Nevadas dangerous to consume
to this day. It was other people visiting their doctors and
claiming that they felt like they were being poisoned that brought
the problem to light decades after Jeffries had felt similar
effects. Some of the symptoms of mercury poisoning are: muscle
weakness, fatigue, headache, irritability, and inability to
concentrate. Perhaps, after all, it was not just pressure that
caused Jeffries' "nervous prostration." His love of fishing,
assuming he ate the fish he caught, may not only have distracted
him from training, but damaged him physically and neurologically as
well.

Jeffries stayed out of the public eye for years after the
Johnson fight. When a reporter came to his home shortly after the
fight to question him about a proposed rematch with Johnson, he
refused to come to the door. In 1926, after being swindled out of
his savings, Jeffries briefly returned to the Vaudeville circuit
along with Tom Sharkey. He died in his sleep, just shy of his 78th
birthday, in 1953.

 

Tex Rickard

After Reno, Tex Rickard left boxing and finally returned to
ranching as he always claimed he would. He moved to Paraguay where
he raised cattle on five million acres of leased land. But his
trading in the cattle market brought him to New York for six months
a year where he was tempted to return to the sport. He promoted
Jess Willard's (who won the title from Johnson) first title
defense, a ten round, no decision bout against Frank Moran. On July
4th 1919, he persuaded Ohio officials to permit a twelve round
championship fight in Toledo between Willard and Dempsey, which
Dempsey won with a 3rd round knockout. Shortly afterward, New York
State legalized 15 round championship boxing.

Boxing entered its "golden era" in the 1920's. Rickard obtained
the lease on Madison Square Garden (MSG) which became the mecca of
boxing until being surpassed decades later by Las Vegas, Nevada. In
1921, he promoted another mismatch that played on the powerful
sentiments of war and patriotism, feelings which were still running
high in the post WWI war years. He attracted the first million
dollar gate on "Boyle's Thirty Acres" in New Jersey when the
undersized but valiant Frenchman, George Carpentier (the good guy),
was knocked out in the 4th round by the draft dodging Dempsey (the
bad guy).

In 1925, Tex built a new Madison Square Garden (the third) and
obtained a professional hockey franchise. This new member of the
"National Professional Hockey League of Canada" was named "Tex
Rickard's New York Hockey Club" but almost immediately acquired the
less cumbersome nickname of "Tex's Rangers" which then became the
New York Rangers.

In 1956, Tex died of appendicitis in Miami. His body was
returned to New York to lie in state at MSG. Crowds lined eighth
avenue to view the casket as it passed on its way to the arena.
After the funeral, Journalist W.O. McGeehan commented, "for an
out-and-out gambler he probably was the greatest success of his
age. There never will be one like him, for luck gave him the cards
and he knew how to play them."

 










Chapter 19
Jim Jeffries vs. Jack Johnson, by Jack London




 

Reno, Nevada. July 5, l910

Once again has Johnson sent down to defeat the chosen
representative of the white race and this time the greatest of
them. And as of old, it was play for Johnson. From the opening
round to the closing round he never ceased his witty sallies, his
exchanges of repartee with his opponent's seconds and with the
audience. And, for that matter, Johnson had a funny thing or two to
say to Jeffries in every round.

The golden smile was as much in evidence as ever and neither did
it freeze on his face nor did it vanish. It came and went
throughout the fight, spontaneously, naturally.

It was not a great battle after all, save in its setting and
significance. Little Tommy Burns, down in far-off Australia, put up
a faster, quicker, livelier battle than did Jeffries. The fight
today was great only in its significance. In itself it wasn't
great. The issue, after the fiddling of the opening rounds, was
never in doubt. In the fiddling of those first rounds the honors
lay with Johnson, and for the rounds after the seventh or eighth it
was more Johnson, while for the closing rounds it was all
Johnson.

Johnson played as usual. With his opponent not strong in attack,
Johnson, blocking and defending in masterly fashion, could afford
to play. And he played and fought a white man, in the white man's
country, before white man's audience. And the audience was a
Jeffries audience.

When Jeffries sent in that awful rip of his the audience would
madly applaud, believing it had gone home to Johnson's stomach, and
Johnson, deftly interposing his elbow, would smile in irony at the
audience, playacting, making believe he thought the applause was
for him - and never believing it at all.

The greatest fight of the century was a monologue delivered to
twenty thousand spectators by a smiling Negro who was never in
doubt and who was never serious for more than a moment at a
time.

As a fighter Johnson did not show himself a wonder. He did not
have to. Never once was he extended. There was no need. Jeffries
could not make him extend. Jeffries never had him in trouble once.
No blow Jeffries ever landed hurt his dusky opponent. Johnson came
out of the fight practically undamaged. The blood on his lip was
from a recent cut received in the course of training and which
Jeffries managed to reopen.

Jeffries failed to lead and land. The quickness he brought into
the fight quickly evaporated, and while Jeffries was dead game to
the end, he was not so badly punished. What he failed to bring into
the ring with him was his stamina, which he lost somewhere in the
last seven years. Jeffries failed to come back. That's the whole
story. His old-time vim and endurance were not there. Something has
happened to him. He lost in retirement outside of the ring the
stamina that the ring itself never robbed him of. As I have said,
Jeffries was not badly damaged. Every day boys take worse lacings
in boxing bouts than Jeffries took today.

Jeffries today disposed of one question. He could not come back.
Johnson, in turn, answered another question. He has not the yellow
streak. But he only answered that question for today. The ferocity
of the hairy-chested caveman and grizzly giant did not intimidate
the cool-headed Negro. Many thousands in the audience expected the
intimidation, and were correspondingly disappointed. Johnson was
not scared, let it be said here, and beyond the shadow of any
doubt, not for an instant was Johnson scared. Not for a second did
he show the flicker of fear that the Goliath against him might eat
him up.

But the question of the yellow streak is not answered for all
time. Just as Johnson has never been extended, so has he never
shown the yellow streak. Just as any man may rise up, heaven alone
knows where, who will extend Johnson, just so may that man bring
out the yellow streak; and then again he may not. So far the burden
of proof all rests on the conclusion that Johnson has no yellow
streak.

And now to the battle and how it began! All praise to Tex
Rickard, the gamest of sports, who pulled off the fight after
countless difficulties and who, cool, calm, and quick with nervous
aliveness, handled the vast crowd splendidly in his arena and wound
up by refereeing the fight.

Twenty thousand filled the great arena and waited patiently
under the cloud-flecked, wide Nevada sky. Of the many women present
some elected to sit in the screened boxes far back from the ring,
for all the world like old-time Spanish ladies at the theater. But
more, many more women, sat close to the ringside beside their
husbands or brothers. They were the wiser by far.

Merely to enumerate the celebrities at the ringside would be to
write a sporting directory of America - at least a directory of the
four-hundred sportsmen, and of many more hundreds of near
four-hundreds. At four minutes to two Billy Jordan cleared the ring
amid cheers and stood alone, the focal point of twenty thousand
pairs of eyes, until the great William Muldoon climbed through the
ropes to call ringing cheers from the twenty thousand throats for
the state of Nevada, the people of Nevada, and the governor of
Nevada.

Beginning with Tex Rickard, ovation after ovation was given to
all the great ones, not forgetting Bob Fitzsimmons, whom Billy
Jordan introduced as "The greatest warrior of them all." And so
they came, great one after great one, ceaselessly, endlessly. Until
they were swept away before the greatest of them all, the two men
who were about to do battle.

It was half past two when Johnson entered. He came first, happy
and smiling, greeting friends and acquaintances here and there and
everywhere in the audience, cool as ice, waving his hand in salute,
smiling, smiling, ever smiling with eyes as well as with lips,
never missing a name nor a face, placid, plastic, nerveless, with
never a signal of hesitancy or timidity. Yet he was keyed up,
keenly observant of all that was going on, ever hearing much of the
confused babble of the tongues about him-hearing, aye, and
understanding, too.

There is nothing beary or primitive about this man Johnson. He
is alive and quivering, every nerve fiber in his body, and brain.
Withal that it is hidden so artfully or naturally under that poise
of facetious calm of his. He is a marvel of sensitiveness,
sensibility, and perceptiveness. He has the perfect mechanism of
mind and body. His mind works like chain lightning and his body
obeys with equal swiftness.

But the great madness of applause went up when Jeffries entered
the ring two minutes later. A quick, superficial comparison between
him and the Negro would have led to a feeling of pity for the
latter. For Jeff was all that has been said of him. When he
stripped and his mighty body could be seen covered with mats of
hair, all the primordial adjectives ever applied to him received
their vindication. Nor did his face belie him. No facial emotion
played on that face, no whims of the moment, no flutterings of a
lighthearted temperament.

Dark and somber and ominous was that face, solid and stolid and
expressionless, with eyes that smoldered and looked savage. The man
of iron, grim with determination, sat down in his corner. And the
carefree Negro smiled and smiled. And that's the story of the
fight. The man of iron, the grizzly giant, was grim and serious.
The man of summer temperament smiled and smiled.That is the story
of the whole fight. It is the story of the fight by rounds.

At the opening of the first round they did not shake hands.
Knowing the two men for what they are, it can be safely postulated
that this neglect was due to Jeffries or to the prompting from
Jeffries' corner. But it is not good that two boxers should not
shake hands before a bout. I would suggest to those protagonists of
a perishing game, if they wish to preserve the game, that they make
the most of these little amenities that by custom grace their sport
and give it the veneer of civilization.

Both men went to work in that first round very easily. Johnson
smiling, of course; Jeffries grim and determined. Johnson landed
the first blow, a light one, and Jeffries in the clinches gave a
faint indication of his forthcoming tactics by roughing it, by
crowding the Negro around and by slightly bearing his weight upon
him. It was a very easy round, with nothing of moment. Each was
merely feeling the other out and both were exceedingly careful. At
the conclusion of the round, Johnson tapped Jeffries playfully on
the shoulder, smiled good-naturedly and went to his corner.
Jeffries, in the first, showed flashes of catlike quickness.

Round Two-Jeffries advanced with a momentary assumption of
famous crouch, to meet the broadly smiling Johnson. Jeffries is
really human and good-natured. He proved it right here. So friendly
was that smile of Johnson's, so irresistibly catching, that
Jeffries, despite himself, smiled back. But Jeffries' smiles were
doomed to be very few in this fight.

And right here began a repetition of what took place down in
Australia when Burns fought Johnson. Each time Burns said something
harsh to Johnson, in the hope of making him lose his temper,
Johnson responded by giving the white man a lacing. And so today.
Of course, Jeffries did not talk to Johnson to amount to anything,
but Corbett, in his corner, did it for Jeffries. And each time
Corbett cried something in particular, Johnson promptly
administered a lacing to Jeffries.

It began in the second round. Corbett, in line with his plan of
irritating the Negro, called out loudly:

"He wants to fight a little, Jim"

"You bet l do," Johnson retorted, and with that he landed
Jeffries a stinger with his right uppercut.

Both men were tensely careful, Jeffries trying to crowd and put
his weight on in the clinches, Johnson striving more and more than
the other to break out of the clinches. And at the end of this
round, in his corner Johnson was laughing gleefully. Certainly
Jeffries showed no signs of boring in, as had been promised by his
enthusiastic supporters.

It was the same story in the third round, at the conclusion of
which the irrepressible Negro was guilty of waving his hands to
friends in the audience.

In this fourth round Jeffries showed up better, rushing and
crowding and striking with more vim than hitherto shown. This
seemed to have been caused by a sally of Johnson's, and Jeffries
went at him in an angry sort of way. Promptly Jeffries rushed, and
even ere they came together Johnson cried out: "Don't rush me, Jim.
You hear what I'm telling you?"

No sign there of being intimated by Jeffries' first dynamic
display of ferocity. All he managed to do was to reopen the
training cut in Johnson's lip and to make Johnson playful. It was
most anybody's round and it was certainly more Jeffries' than any
preceding one.

Round Five brought Jeffries advancing with his crouch. The blood
from Johnson`s lip had turned his smile to a gory one, but still he
smiled, and to balance things off he opened Jeffries' lip until it
bled more profusely than his own. From then until the end of the
fight, Jeffries' face was never free from blood, a steady stream,
later flowing from his right nostril, added to by an open cut on
his left cheek. Corbett's running fire of irritation served but to
make Johnson smile the merrier, and to wink at him across Jeffries'
shoulder in the clinches.

So far, no problems have been solved, no questions answered. The
yellow streak had not appeared. Neither had Jeffries bored in,
ripping awfully, nor put it over Johnson in the clinches. Yet one
thing had been shown. Jeffries was not as fast as he had been.
There was a shade of diminution in his speed.

Johnson signalized the opening of the sixth round by landing
stinging blows to the face in one, two, three order. Johnson's
quickness was startling. In response to an irritating remark from
Corbett, Johnson replied suavely, "Too much on hand right now," and
at the same instant he tore into Jeffries. It was Johnson's first
real aggressive rush. It lasted but a second or two, but it was
fierce and dandy. And at its conclusion it was manifest that Jeff's
right eye was closing fast. The round ended with Johnson fighting
and smiling strong, and with Jeff's nose, lip, and cheek bleeding
and his eye closed. Johnson's round by a smile all the way
through.

The seventh round was a mild one, opening with Jeff grim and
silent and with Johnson leading and forcing. Both were careful and
nothing happened, save that once they exchanged blows right
niftily. So far Jeff's roughing and crowding and bearing in of
weight had amounted to nothing; also he was doing less and less of
it.

"It only takes one or two, Jeff," Corbett encouraged his
principal in the eighth round. Promptly Johnson landed two
stingers. After a pause he landed another. "See that?" he chirruped
sweetly to Corbett in the corner. Jeff perceptibly showed signs of
slowing down in this round, rushing and crowding less than ever.
Jeff's slowing down was not due to the punishment he had received,
but to poorness of condition. He was flying the first signals of
fatigue. He was advertising, faintly, it is true, that he had not
come back.

The ninth round was introduced by a suggestion from Corbett,
heroically carrying out the policy that was bringing his principal
to destruction. "Make the big stiff fight," was Corbett's
suggestion.

"That's right. That's what they all say," was Johnson's answer,
delivered with the true Chesterfield grace across his adversary's
shoulder. In the previous rounds Johnson had not wreaked much
damage with the forecasted cut, the right uppercut.

In this round he demonstrated indubitably that he could drive
the left hand in a way that was surprising. Be it remembered that
it had long been denied that he had any sort of punch in that left
of his. Incidentally, in this round, it led all the others, and he
landed a blow near Jeffries' heart that must have been
discouraging.

The tenth round showed Johnson with his unexpected left, as
quick as ever, and Jeffries going slower and slower. The conclusion
of the first ten rounds may be summed up as follows:

The fight was all in favor of Johnson, who had shown no yellow,
who had shown condition, who had shown undiminished speed, who had
not used his right uppercut much, who had developed a savage left,
who had held his own in the clinches, who had gotten the best of
the infighting and all the outfighting, who was unhurt, and who was
smiling all the way.

Jeff was in bad shape: He was tired, slower than ever, his
rushes had been futile, and the sports who had placed their money
against him were jubilant.

There were men who proclaimed they saw the end. I refused to see
this end, for I had picked Jeff to win, and I was hoping hugely-for
what I did not know, but for something to happen, for anything that
would turn the tide of battle. And yet I could not hide from myself
the truth, that Jeff slowed down.

The eleventh round looked better for Jeff. Stung by a remark of
Corbett's, Johnson rushed and provoked one grand rally from Jeff.
It was faster fighting and more continuous than at any time in the
preceding ten rounds, culminating in a fierce rally in which Jeff
landed hard.

Round Twelve found Johnson, if anything, quicker and more
aggressive than ever. "Thought you were going to have me wild?"
Johnson queried sweetly of Corbett. As usual every remark of
Corbett's brought more punishment to Jeffries. And by the end of
this round the second of the two great questions was definitely
answered. Jeff had not come back.

The thirteenth round was the beginning of the end. Beginning
slowly enough, but stung by Corbett, Johnson put it all over him in
the mouth fighting, and all over Jeff in the outfighting and the
infighting. From defense to attack and back again and back and
forth Johnson flashed like the amazing fight mechanism he is. Jeff
was silent and sick, while as the round progressed Corbett was
noticeably silent.

A few entertained the fond hope that Jeff could recuperate, but
it was futile; there was no comeback in him. He was a fading,
heartsick, heartbroken man.

"Talk to him, Corbett," Jeff's friends appealed in the
fourteenth round, but Corbett could not talk. He had long since
seen the end. And yet through this round Johnson went in for one of
his characteristic loafing spells. He took it easy and played with
the big gladiator, cool as a cucumber, smiling broadly as ever, and
yet, as careful as ever. "Right on the hip," he grinned out once as
Jeff in a desperate dying flurry managed to land a wild punch in
that vicinity.

Corbett, likewise desperate, ventured a last sally. "Why don't
you do something?" he cried to the loafing, laughing Johnson. "Too
clever, too clever, like you," was the reply.

Round Fifteen and the end. It was pitiful. There happened to
Jeff the bitterness that he had so often made others taste, but
which for the first time, perforce, he was made to taste
himself.

He who had never been knocked down was knocked down repeatedly.
He who had never been knocked out was knocked out. Never mind the
technical decision. Jeff was knocked out and through the ropes by
the punch he never believed Johnson possessed-by the left and not
by the right. As he lay across the lower rope while the seconds
were tolled off, a cry that had in it tears and abject broken pride
went up from many of the spectators.

"Don't let the Negro knock him out! Don't let the Negro knock
him out!" was the oft-repeated cry.

There is little more to be said. Jeff did not come back. Johnson
did not show the yellow streak. And it was Johnson's fight all the
way through. Jeff was not the old Jeff at all.

Even so, it is to be doubted if this old Jeff could have put
away this amazing Negro from Texas, this black man with the
unfailing smile, this king of fighters and monologists.

Corbett and Berger and the others were right.They wanted Jeff to
do more boxing and fighting in his training. Nevertheless, lacking
the comeback, as he so patently did, this preliminary boxing and
fighting would have profited him nothing. On the other hand, it
would have saved his camp much of the money with which it backed
him.

It was a slow fight. Faster, better fights may be seen every day
of the year in any of the small clubs in the land. It is true these
men were heavyweights, yet for heavyweights it was a slow
fight.

It must be granted that plucky Tommy Burns put up a faster fight
with Johnson a year and a half ago. Yet the American fight
followers had to see this fight of today in order to appreciate
what Burns did against this colored wonder.

Johnson is a wonder. No one understands him, this man who
smiles. Well, the story of the fight is the story of a smile. If
ever man won by nothing more fatiguing than a smile, Johnson won
today.

And where now is the champion who will make Johnson extend
himself, who will glaze those bright eyes, remove that smile and
silence that golden repartee?
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Quotations


 

1."Let us represent worthily for once the foul brood to which a
cruel fate consigned us!" Samuel Becket, Spoken by the character
Vladimir in the play Waiting for Godot.

2."To watch boxing closely, and seriously, is to risk moments of
what might be called animal panic - a sense not only that something
very ugly is happening but that, by watching it, one is an
accomplice." Joyce Carol Oates, On Boxing

3."Childhood is always the same. Only to one person, it will
seem ordinary, to a second benign, and to a third satanic" Thomas
Bernhard, spoken by Strauch, the painter, in the novel Frost.

4."The more that is written and said concerning one who has held
public interest, the less the public knows about that person." Jack
Johnson.

5."Enjoy the party but dance near the door" -unknown. Readers of
the financial press will run across this saying regularly.

6."Negro, n The piece de resistance in the American political
problem. Representing him by the letter n, the Republicans begin to
build their equation thus: 'let n = the white man.' This, however,
appears to give an unsatisfactory solution."- Ambrose Bierce. The
Devil's Dictionary.

7. When I was young, I thought that money was the most important
thing in life; now that I am old, I know that it is." -Oscar Wilde,
excerpted from Lapham's Quarterly, Volume 2, Number 1, About
Money

8."Unless you're the lead dog, the scenery never changes."
-Yukon saying.

9. "All the world's a stage… ." -Shakespeare. Spoken by Jacques
in the play, As You Like It.

10."For the essence of bullshit is not that it is false, but
that it is phony. - Harry G Frankfurt, On Bullshit

11."Jim Jeffries stated positively to-night that he would not
fight Jack Johnson under any conditions." -NY Times 9/12/09

12."He who has known best how to employ the fox has succeeded
best." -Machiavelli, The Prince

13."Let me paint for you the Imperial City of San Francisco:
part Paris, part Dodge City; literate and boorish, libertine and
feudal, a soiled Mecca, a beacon for those who had grown weary of
the broken promises. San Francisco had invigorated the dream and
become the new America." -James Dalessandro, 1906: A Novel

14. "Sport? Look around, Army - this isn't any sport. If there
was head room, they'd hold them in sewers." The character Maish In
Rod Sterling's play, Requiem for a Heavyweight

15. "This was the old Reno that they talked of and remembered
and knew, before its heart had begun to die" -Robert Laxalt in
Sweet Promised Land.

16. "You share everything in the fight racket but the punches.
You have no partners in pain. They don't sue you to be in with the
beatings. They never give you a contract which entitles them to a
percentage of the blows. They allow you that. You don't have to
hire an attorney to guarantee you the right to take a licking all
by yourself. " Jimmy Cannon, "You're Joe Louis" from The Greatest
Boxing Stories Ever Told, Jeff Silverman, editor.










Footnotes



	… 3.1

	Alfred Holman commenting in Our
Times

	… \$54.1

	In his autobiography, Johnson claims that the amount was $25.
Further, he names his opponent as Bob Tomlinson, but some sources
call him Bob Thompson

	… 4.2

	London published a novel about his experience called The Road.

	… 4.3

	Jack claimed in his autobiography that he buried bodies but
this contrasts with historical reports concerning the wholesale
disposal of corpses.

	… 5.1

	The Lewis Bill became law on September 1st, two days after a
fixed fight between Corbett and Kid McCoy on August 30 demonstrated
one reason why opponents wanted the sport banned.

	… Klondike5.2

	Some records indicate that this was actually his 4th fight
against Klondike, the first being an unrecorded bout that took
place in Memphis in 1898 which Jack won in a 7th round TKO.

	… 6.1

	The four great black fighters of this era were Joe Jeannette,
Sam Langford, Sam McVey, and Jack Johnson.

	… 6.2

	The middleweight division originally had a weight limit of 154
pounds; Bob Fitzsimmons raised that to 158. Today the limit is 160.
www.cyberboxingzone.com

	… \$10006.3

	Various indices can be used to convert 1910 dollars to present
day value. Using the cost of labor as a measure would mean that
$1000 in 1910 is equivalent to $87,000 today. Source:
http://eh.net

	… 8.1

	From Al-Tony Gilmore's classic book Bad Nigger!:The National Impact of Jack Johnson, "The `bad
nigger' can be defined as the personality type who adamantly
refuses to accept the place given to blacks in American society and
frequently challenges the outer perimeters of expected behavior."
Or more colloquially by Claude Brown in Manchild in the Promised Land: "I learned that a bad nigger was a nigger who
"didn't take no shit from nobody."

	… 10.1

	Modern Nevadans would consider Rawhide to be in Northern
Nevada

	… champion11.1

	The term cafe is used here in the context of the time to mean a
saloon. The same is true for Jim Jeffries' cafe in Los
Angeles.

	… 11.2

	Ten dollars bet returns fourteen for a profit of $4. Variously
stated today as 2/5 or -250.

	… Frazee13.1

	Herbert Harry Frazee owned the Boston Red Sox from 1916 to 1923
and became notorious for selling Babe Ruth to the Yankees.

	… 2-114.1

	Odds on Jeffries were 2 to win 1. Also stated as -200, "1 to 2"
or "2 to 1 on."

	… 14.2

	Some versions of this story claim that this message was sent
after the fighters were already in Reno, on the day before the
fight.

	… 15.1

	This fight never took place. The putative reason for its
cancellation was that Ketchel had "fallen off the water wagon,"
although when he visited Reno for the Jeffries - Johnson fight he
seemed perfectly sober.

	… 16.1

	"Telegraph reporting" along with news agencies like the AP,
developed concurrently with the telegraph as a way to efficiently
distribute news to those willing to pay for their service.

	… Theology16.2

	One of two books identified by J.B.Russell as creating a
mythical historical conflict between science and religion.
J.B.Russell. 1991. Inventing the Flat
Earth. New York: Praeger

	… decision18.1

	Marvin Hart lost his disputed title to Tommy Burns in a 20
round decision.
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