




JACK DEMPSEY 

their second meeting. As champion, Tunney received $990,445 
for the latter fight, which grossed $2,658,660. He gave Tex 
Rickard, the promoter, his personal check for $9,555 and Mr. 
Rickard wrote a check for $1 million, the biggest purse ever 
collected for a single performance in sports before the days 
of closed-circuit television. 

Dempsey was less than two weeks past his 24th birthday 
but had been through more than 80 professional fights, some 
unrecorded, when he burst upon the championship scene like a 
mortar shell. It was July 4, 1919, a blistering day on the 
shore of Maumee Bay outside Toledo, Ohio. Awaiting the 
opening bell as challenger for the heavyweight title, the 6- 
foot-l-inch contender was tanned and fit at 187 pounds. But 
he looked no more than half the size of Jess Willard, the 
champion, a pale tract of meat measuring 6 feet 6 1/2 inches 
tall and weighing 245 pounds. 

7 Knockdowns in 3 Minutes 

Three minutes later Willard looked like a case for the 
coroner. He had been down seven times, and one left hook had 
broken his cheekbone in 13 places. Thinking the seventh 
knockdown had ended the fight, Dempsey and his manager, Jack 
(Doc) Kearns, left the ring but were called back. 

After two more rounds the helpless Willard was spared 
further damage when one of his seconds signaled surrender by 
throwing a towel into the ring. 

Now it was Dempsey, heavyweight champion of the world, 
and the bottom line of his record read: "KO 3." But the 
winner's jubilation was tempered by the discovery that Mr. 
Kearns had bet $10,000 of their guarantee on a first-round 
knockout, taking odds of 10 to 1, and the remaining $17,500 
had gone for "training expenses," an omnibus term in the 
manager's lexicon. 

In a ghost-written autobiography many years later, Mr. 
Kearns took partial credit for the destructive effect of his 
man's punches. He wrote that he had used plaster-of-paris 
bandages on Dempsey's hand and that these had hardened into 
casts inside the gloves after being doused with water. 
Dempsey denied that his gloves had been loaded, and the tale 
never won general acceptance because Doc Kearns was known to 
be a creative artist who seldom let truth spoil a good story. 

The destruction of Willard convinced boxing men of the 
new champion's greatness, but the public was slow to accept 
Dempsey because of his war record. Ostensibly doing 
essential work in a Philadelphia shipyard, he had posed for a 
news photograph holding a riveting gun and wearing overalls, 
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with patent-leather shoes. The fancy footgear raised noisy 
doubts about his contribution to the war effort. 

More than two years after the armistice, Mr. Rickard 
capitalized on this unfavorable publicity to build up the 
first million-dollar gate. Carpentier, the light-heavyweight 
champion, had been decorated in the French armed forces. 
When Mr. Rickard matched Dempsey with the Paris boulevardier 
in a wooden arena called Boyle's 30 Acres in Jersey City, the 
"hero" became a sentimental favorite over the "slacker." A 
crowd of 80,183 paid $1,789,238 to see Dempsey win by a 
knockout in the fourth round. 

Having broken all financial records, Dempsey and Mr. 
Kearns proceeded to break the city of Shelby, Mont. After an 
oil strike near their small community, Shelby boosters gave 
way to delusions of grandeur and promised the champion 
$250,000 to defend his title against the light-hitting Tommy 
Gibbons. The promotion laid an egg, but Mr. Kearns collected 
the entire guarantee and had a locomotive and caboose waiting 
to rush the money and the champion's party out of town as 
soon as Dempsey had won on points. Behind them, the banks 
that had put up the cash closed. Shelby had a hole in the 
seat of its civic breeches for a generation. 

To those who saw it, the Dempsey-Firpo bout of 1923 was 
the most wildly exciting one ever fought for the heavyweight 
title. Luis Angel Firpo of Argentina, unpolished and 
untamed, dazed the champion with a right to the jaw seconds 
after the opening bell. Only half-conscious, Dempsey dropped 
Firpo four times. Then Firpo knocked the champion into the 
press row, where reporters instinctively raised hands and 
shoved to protect themselves. Thus aided, Dempsey got back 
into the ring and put Firpo down once more before the bell. 
Two more knockdowns finished the Argentine in the second 
round. 

The Firpo fight was Dempsey's fifth title defense (he 
had knocked out Billy Miske and Bill Brennan before meeting 
Carpentier). Three years later he made his sixth and last 
against Tunney, the Shakespeare-loving veteran of the Marine 
Corps who had moved into heavyweight ranks after winning the 
American light-heavyweight championship, losing it and 
winning it back. 

"I never seed anything like it," Mr. Rickard said, 
watching 120,757 customers crowd into the huge horseshoe in 
Philadelphia then called Sesquicentennial Stadium. The 
promoter had been told the fight would draw big in 
Philadelphia, but he had not dreamed what a stir it would 
make. 



 





 

 


