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World heavyweight contender Fred Fulton, publicity photo, about 1917

ANNE BEISER ALLEN

Among the outstanding prizefighters
of 1918, Minnesota’s own Fred Fulton
was widely regarded as the most
likely to take Jess Willard’s world
heavyweight crown—if he could only
get the champ to agree to a duel.
Dodging and weaving, Willard
avoided the match until Fulton ac-
cepted a fight with a little-known
boxer named Jack Dempsey—and
lost his contender’s standing within
the first seconds of the bout. During
his 20-year career, Fulton, the “Roch-
ester Plasterer,” fought most of the
leading boxers of his time. He won
some big fights and lost others, retir-
ing with a strong record that de-
serves to be remembered.

Frederick T. Fulton was born on
April 18, 1891, in Blue Rapids, Kan-
sas, the second in a large family—
both in numbers and physical size.
As an adult, Fred stood six feet five
inches tall, weighed more than 200
pounds and, according to one of his
opponents, had the longest reach of
any man. “He can . . . hit you on the
chin when he is sitting down,” said
Ed “Gunboat” Smith.!



By 1907 the 16-year-old Fulton
had moved to Rochester, Minnesota,
where he worked as a plasterer. An
outgoing, congenial lad, he was a
popular member of the city’s laboring
community. In November 1908 he
married Isabelle “Belle” Sobles, and
the young couple moved to Nebraska.
About a year later they returned to
Rochester, where Fulton resumed
plastering. While in Nebraska, Fred
had met Tommy Dixon, a bantam-
weight fighter from Kansas City, who
later claimed that he had taught Fred
the rudiments of boxing.?

At that time, prizefighting—
professionals boxing for money—
was illegal in Minnesota and most
other states. Many people regarded it
as uncouth and hardly deserving des-
ignation as a sport. Boxing’s physical
violence and spectator gambling
were anathema to religious leaders
and to the women lobbying against
liquor and for women’s suffrage. In
1892 the Minnesota legislature had
banned prizefighting.’

John L. Sullivan, the last of the
bare-knuckle champions and world
heavyweight titlist from 1882 to
1892, had done much to popularize
boxing, however. His advocacy of
gloved fighting and the increased use
of the Marquis of Queensberry Rules
brought a new, somewhat more civi-
lized standard to the sport. Rounds,
which had previously continued until
one of the contestants went down,
were limited to three minutes, with a
minute between. If a man went
down, he had ten seconds to get back
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on his feet and his opponent was re-
quired to wait in a corner. No wres-
tling or hugging was allowed, and the
fighters’ seconds could not enter the
ring during rounds. Gloves were to
be fair-sized, new, and of the best
quality; shoes or boots could not
have springs in them. First devised
for amateur boxers in 1867, the
Queensberry rules became the tour-
nament norm during the late 1890s.*

Boxing was added to the roster
of modern Olympic games in 1904,
raising the prestige of amateur fights,
but prizefighting remained a shady
pastime, supported mostly by the
laboring classes and gamblers. Bouts
were staged surreptitiously in se-
cluded rural settings or on boats in
the middle of boundary rivers, mak-
ing it hard to determine which police
force had jurisdiction. Raids so fre-
quently disrupted fights that the
Queensberry rules instructed refer-
ees to name a time and place for an
interrupted fight to resume.’

By Fred Fulton’s time in the 1910s,
the public attitude toward the sport
was beginning to change. In 1908
Jack Johnson, a black fighter from
Galveston, had defeated Canadian

Tommy Burns to win the world box-
ing championship, infuriating U.S.
journalists. Not only was Johnson
black, it was reported that he was
also arrogant and dated white
women—none of which endeared
him to the white community. The
term “White Hope” evolved from the
appeal by Jack London, then a re-
porter for the New York Herald, for a
white fighter to take the title back
from the African American upstart.®

lilthough prizefighting was illegal
['A in Minnesota, wrestling was
considered a legitimate sport. In the
early-twentieth century, almost every
town hall in the state hosted regular
matches. Rochester had an active
program, with weekly bouts in the
Metropolitan Theater. Fred Fulton
soon made a name for himself as a
wrestler, his size and “wonderful
strength,” as the Olmsted County
Democrat put it, compensating for a
lack of “scientific” skill. By 1912 Ful-
ton’s wrestling skill had attracted the
notice of Twin Cities sportswriter
Frank Force. According to Fulton’s
son, Norman, the Mayo brothers
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were also interested in Fred’s athletic
ability, and they arranged a job for
him with the Minneapolis police
force so that he could begin training
as a boxer at the police gymnasium.”
With Force as his manager, Ful-
ton began working out in Minneapo-
lis gyms and competing in Hudson,
Wisconsin, where prizefighting was
legal. In his first professional match,
held in 1913, he knocked out Jack
Stone in the second round. A series
of successful fights followed, and by
the end of the year, Fred had racked
up five knock-outs and one win by
decision. He also fought two four-
round exhibitions with men whose
names were already well-known:
“White Hopes” Luther McCarty from
Nebraska and Billy Miske of St. Paul.®
Fulton’s rise continued through
the early part of the next year. In
April 1914, however, he lost to Carl
Morris on a foul, and in May he was
knocked out by Al Palzer in the
fourth round.’ These consecutive de-
feats damaged Fred’s reputation.
Unable to arrange further bouts
in Hudson, Force decided in Septem-
ber to take Fred to San Francisco, a
major center of the boxing world.
There Fulton won two matches and
fought an exhibition with former star
boxer Kid McCoy. Fulton’s prize
money barely covered his expenses,
however, and Force decided he could
no longer afford to be his manager.
The two parted amicably, and the
young plasterer returned to Roches-
ter, where he rented space in a build-
ing on Zumbro Street and opened a
gymnasium. He invited local men to
spar with him and taught youngsters
the basics of the trade.’
Another man had his eye on
Fred by this time. Mike Collins, a
Hudson promoter who staged boxing
matches, thought Fred had potential.
Collins was a better manager than
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Force, and Fulton’s career began to
move forward. Collins arranged
sparring partners and trainers to im-
prove the 24-year-old fighter’s skills
and badgered other fighters into
facing Fred. He was also a good pub-
licist, feeding frequent statements
to the press about his man’s condi-
tion and plans.™

Meanwhile, during 1914, boxing
supporters in Minnesota had been
busy lobbying the legislature to repeal
the ban on prizefights. Some claim
that this drive was sparked by the
success of local talent. Mike Gibbons,
a St. Paul native, achieved promi-
nence as a middleweight fighter in
1911. He and his younger brother

Tommy, who fought both middle-
and heavyweight bouts, became the
darlings of the Twin Cities sporting
community. Billy Miske and Mike
O’Dowd, the “St. Paul Cyclone,” were
also winning national reputations.’?
Lobbyists’ arguments also gained
strength from the fact that prize-
fighting was now legal in some other
states—most notably Wisconsin,
which was profiting from fights
staged in Hudson for Twin Cities
clientele. A bill to legalize boxing
passed the state legislature on April
24,1915, only a few weeks after Jess
Willard defeated Jack Johnson in a
26-round battle in Havana, Cuba,
thus “retrieving” the heavyweight



championship for the white race.'®
Publicity surrounding that event
may have tipped the Minnesota
scales toward boxing.

The new law created a three-man
athletic commission, appointed
by the governor, to regulate all
matches and exhibitions. It had the
authority to issue or revoke licenses
to promoters, boxers, managers, and
referees and to investigate com-
plaints. Prizefights would be allowed
only in cities with a population
greater than 50,000 (in effect limit-
ing them to the Twin Cities and Du-
luth), although exceptions could be
made. Ten percent of the gate was to
be deposited in the state treasury to
maintain tuberculosis sanitoriums.™*

At that time, each state regulated
boxing according to its own laws.
While there was general agreement
about the rules, the length of matches
(from four to ten to an undetermined
number of rounds) and the method
of determining the winner varied.

A knock-out was always a win, but
some states allowed officials to de-
cide the winner based on overall per-
formance, while others—notably,
New York from 1911 to 1920—did
not. Weight divisions had been estab-
lished (eight for professional fights,
ten for amateur), with the heavy-
weight title (over 175 pounds) be-
coming the most prestigious. The
National Boxing Association, estab-
lished in 1921, worked for a greater
uniformity of practice.'

It was the promoters’ responsi-
bility to line up boxers and provide
the venue for a fight or series of
fights. With the money from ticket
sales, they would pay expenses: rent
for the facility, prizes for the winners
according to previously negotiated
arrangement (which could include

a guaranteed fee for the loser if his
reputation enabled his manager to
demand one), and the state’s
percentage.

To guarantee a steady income,
many fighters supplemented their
prize money by traveling with en-
tertainment companies or by giving
exhibition matches against local
talent. An exhibition match was just
that: a chance for a professional to
demonstrate his moves against a
live competitor. It usually ran two-
to-four rounds and offered no prizes.
Neither fighter was expected to make
a serious effort, although sometimes
the temptation for the unknown
to enhance his reputation by giving
the pro a hard time was difficult
to resist.'

Manager Collins’s most successful
gimmick on Fred Fulton’s behalf oc-
curred on May 14, 1915, when champ
Jess Willard came to Rochester with
a Wild West show and circus. The
show advertised that Willard would
demonstrate the blows he had used
in his fight with Johnson. Collins ar-
ranged for Fulton to box Willard in
an exhibition match, and Fred decked
the champion, a feat in which he
would forever take pride. “I have
boxed with him twice,” Fred wrote to
Rochester’s Post & Record in Decem-
ber 1915. “When we boxed at Roches-
ter last summer he nailed me in the
mouth and it hurt but I knocked him
flat.”'7 (There is no record of his
having met Willard a second time;
Fulton was prone to exaggerate.)

Although Willard had won the
world heavyweight title, many fans
felt that he was not, in fact, the best
boxer on earth. He had, they con-
tended, only showed an ability to
withstand punishment from a fighter
who was out of shape after three
years of self-imposed exile. Johnson
had fled the U.S. to avoid a one-year

sentence under the Mann Act for
“transporting a white woman” across
state lines “for immoral purposes™
in other words, traveling with a
woman who was not his wife. There
were constant efforts to match Wil-
lard with other “White Hopes,” but
the wily champion preferred to travel
with his circus show. (During his four
years as champion, he would only

Bare-knuckle pose of Fulton, October 26,
1914—the day he beat “White Hope” Al
Kaufman in San Francisco
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defend his title twice—in a 1916 no-
decision battle against Frank Moran,
and in 1919, when he lost to Jack
Dempsey.) '

So, in 1915 Fred Fulton had good
reason to think his chances of becom-
ing champion were as strong as any
other fighter’s. He was young, he was
strong, and he loved to fight. For
most of the year, Fulton worked in
Rochester. There was real money to
be made in boxing, if you were good
enough and fought often enough. A
newspaper report in 1916 described
Mike Gibbons’s financial situation:
the former tinsmith owned “several
apartments in St. Paul, a $12,000 res-
idence facing Lake Como, extensive
land holdings in northern Minnesota
and a summer home at Osakis,” with
a total worth of $150,000—all earned
by boxing.™?

Although Fulton does not appear
to have been as shrewd an investor
as Gibbons, he lived well on his earn-
ings. He bought a car and had it
adapted to fit his long legs. In 1917
he was reported to have a silent
interest in a Minneapolis saloon
(which presumably closed when pro-
hibition began in 1919), and in 1923
he would buy a summer resort near
Park Rapids.?®

Things were looking good for
Fred. He won nine out of ten fights in
1915 by knockouts. Although his
match on August 27 with Arthur
Pelkey, “the man who outboxed and
outpunched Jess Willard,” was offi-
cially listed as no decision, there were
those who thought that Fulton had
been the better fighter. Fred was one
of them. “I won every round. It was a
great fight. Knocked him down five
times in the 6th and 7th rounds. The
bell saved him. There was a good
crowd and everyone was well
pleased,” he wired his hometown
newspaper.”!

78 Minnesota History

Fred Fulton (left) towers over boxer Arthur Pelkey of New York (right)
and an unidentified ‘fight promoter,” probably Mike Collins

r{” y the end of 1915, Mike Collins

had managed to line up a bout
with the great Jess Willard himself in
New Orleans the following March.
Meanwhile, Fred signed on to a ten-
week vaudeville tour and staged a tri-
umphant performance at Rochester’s
Metropolitan Theater in December.
A 1973 tribute to Fulton described
how he had carried a big black suit-
case labeled “Fred Fulton, World
Champion.” In his act, he wore a tux-
edo and top hat, white tie, and tails
and carried a cane. One morning in

Denver, he joined his manager for
breakfast wearing the full formal
outfit. Collins said, “Fred, people
don’t wear formal clothes to break-
fast.” Said Fred, “These yokels won't
know the difference.”?

But to Fulton’s dismay, the New
Orleans promoters decided that he
was not a big enough calling card.
The Fulton-Willard bout was can-
celed, and Frank Moran was given
the match instead. Undaunted, Col-
lins arranged for Fred to meet some
of the other major title contenders.



In January 1916 he defeated Dan
“Porky” Flynn in 20 rounds in New
Orleans, and on April 28 he knocked
out Al Reich, the former amateur
boxing champion, in the ninth round
in New York City. A few weeks before
the Reich fight, Fred signed a five-
year contract with Collins.?®

Willard, who was touring with
his Wild West show, refused to talk
about setting up a fight until the fall,
so Fred took the summer of 1916
off. He toured briefly with the A. G.
Barnes circus, demonstrating his
favorite moves, but he didn’t care
for the life. Even though he traveled
in his own special train car and was
paid $1,000 a week, he decided after
a month, “Nix on the circus stuff. I
am through.”?*

Instead, he rented a pavilion at
Lake Shady near Oronoco, not far
from Rochester, and with the help of
M. D. Barnes ran a dance hall and
picnic concession. “The Saturday
night dances will continue to be
given, but they will be conducted
under the strictest supervision,” he
assured the public, “and I will be the
bouncer.” For his family, which now
included a baby boy, he rented a cot-
tage overlooking the lake, where the
Mayo brothers and other wealthy
Rochester families had summer cab-
ins. In his spare time he sparred in a
makeshift ring at the pavilion.””

He also fired his manager, claim-
ing that Collins got him plenty of pub-
licity but little hard cash. Fulton was
also uncomfortable about the legal
status of his contract with Collins. He
and his first manager, Frank Force,
had always gotten along well, and
when Force had released him in early
1915, it was with the understanding
that the contract could be reinstated.
According to Force, this contract
still had two years to run. And with
Fulton looking more like a successful

contender for the big title, Force was
eager to resume as manager.”®

Collins was furious. After several
attempts at negotiation with Fred,
whose temper matched the manag-
er’s, Collins brought suit in the Wis-
consin courts, claiming that Force’s
contract with Fulton was not legal
because boxing had not been legal in
Minnesota when it was signed.
Therefore, Collins’s contract, signed
in Wisconsin, took precedence. Force
countered that since the Collins con-
tract had been signed in Wisconsin,
it had no standing in Minnesota
where Fred resided.?” The squabble
would drag on for almost a year.

Meanwhile, Fred was having
problems in Oronoco. On July 15 he
had taken exception to the presence
at the pavilion of one Fern “Texas”
Monroe, and when the young woman
refused to leave, he had thrown her
into the lake. “Texas” then threatened
to take him to court. Her reputation,
however, was none too good, and the
local police offered to testify to that
effect. In the end, she decided to
leave town. The episode strength-
ened the hand of a group of Oronoco
citizens who objected to activities at
the pavilion, however, and they won
a temporary injunction to close it.
The pavilion reopened ten days later,
but by then Fred was ready to resume
serious training in Minneapolis.*®

g uring this time, Force contin-
1 J ued lining up top fighters for
Fred. The Rochester Plasterer fought
Dan “Porky” Flynn to a no-decision
ten rounder in St. Paul on September
8, 1916, a highlight of the Minnesota
State Fair. In October he knocked out
Andre Anderson in the first round of
a fight in Eau Claire.?

Force also took out a $150,000
insurance policy on his man, which

the local newspaper “believed to

be the largest insurance policy ever
issued to a prize fighter.” In the event
of his death, Fulton’s wife, Belle,
and Frank Force would each receive
$50,000. The remaining $50,000
was to insure Fred’s hands. Broken
hands were a common occupational
hazard; several times, Fred fought
with a broken hand after a doctor
anesthetized it with a shot of
cocaine.*”

In the first months of 1917 Ful-
ton—who entered the ring dressed in
a brightly colored Navajo robe over
his shorts—fought in New York,
knocking out Tom Cowler and Char-
lie Weinert and losing by a foul to
Carl Morris. Force complained that
Morris had fouled Fred several times
without being charged and insisted
that Fred should have been declared
the winner. Mike Collins, who was
ringside that night, demanded
$1,000 of Fred’s earnings, citing his
contract, and Fred paid him.*!

By this time, New York had
become the center of the boxing
world. Fred enjoyed sitting in cafes
with other leading fighters, exchang-
ing gossip while his manager
attempted to strike deals for future
matches. The boxing fraternity was
a congenial one, and Fulton made a
number of good friends among
those he fought.*”

The legal dispute with Mike Col-
lins finally ended in mid-April 1917.
It had become clear to Fred that his
career had progressed further under
Collins’s guidance than under Force’s.
Collins resumed management of the
26-year-old, who then had to settle
with Force and his lawyers, paying
another $1,000 to clear the air. Ful-
ton was distressed by the episode.
“The old contract was nullified when
I went back to Force,” he explained.
“We agreed we would go 50—50 on
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A dapper Fred Fulton, who enjoyed

socializing with fellow boxers

as well as fighting

all receipts and Force was to pay all
expenses. We received $1700 for the
Porky Flynn fight; $450 for the
Andre Anderson go; $2000 for the
Tom Cowler bout; $5000 for beating
Weinert; and $6000 for the Morris
go. Force drew his half of all of that
and was to pay expenses. Now I am
sued, but I don’t know what for.?

ultons matches for the remain-
,r’ der of 1917 and the early months
of 1918 read like a who’s who of box-
ing. He defeated Sam Langford, Jack
Moran, Bob Devere, Ed “Gunboat”
Smith, and Dan “Porky” Flynn. He
won 15 out of 20 fights between Jan-
uary 1917 and April 1918 and even
knocked out Frank Moran, the man
to whom Willard had given the title
bout in March 1916. The win over
Langford, America’s leading black
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fighter, was especially satisfying.
Many critics still consider Langford
the best fighter America had pro-
duced up to that time. Jack Johnson
barely defeated him in 1906, and
thereafter refused to face him. Jack
Dempsey would not agree to meet
him at all. Unfortunately, the racism
of the times prevented Langford
from competing for the title after
1908, and many states would not
allow him to fight white boxers.**

But Fred couldn’t pin down the
one man he most wanted to meet.
Never one to mince words, Fulton
demanded in an interview to know
why Willard was avoiding him. “Look
here,” he said, “there is a champion
who isn’t, not by no means. He
prants about the country showing
the curious multitude how he
knocked Jack Johnson stiff, and then
he disappears. He wears a lot of
leather breeches and other things
that remind the old timers of the Rio
Grande, and gets away with it. He
don’t show ’em how he knocked out
anybody since he and Johnson pulled
off their little Havana meeting.” Fred
was right about one thing: Willard
wasn’'t making much effort to defend
his title. In 1916 he had purchased an
interest in the 101 Ranch Wild West
Show, and he seemed to find touring
with it more fun than fighting.®®

While Fred and Collins set about
proving that Fulton was the man to
beat, some disquieting signs were
emerging. Two of his wins and his
only two losses in 1917 were by fouls
rather than skill. And in early 1918
there was a run of no-decision bouts.
Boxing connoisseurs had come to
regard Fulton as an uneven fighter,
an “in-and-outer” who raised the
hopes of his followers to dizzying
heights and then, inexplicably, “fiz-
zles miserably.” ¢

Nevertheless, many still believed

that if he ever got Willard into the
ring, his chances of winning the title
were the best of any man in the game.
His frequent appearances kept the
public interest in boxing at a high
pitch. “There is more argument over
whether Fulton really possesses
nerve or whether his left hand is
really as effective as Willard’s as
there is over whether the Kaiser’s
U-boats are built faster than they are
destroyed,” proclaimed United Press
sportswriter H. C. Hamilton in
February 1918.%7

That year, world events began to
infringe on the boxing fraternity’s
obsession with a championship bout.
As more and more troops were sent
to Europe, the value of sporting
events came into question. Why,
people asked, didn’t boxers join the
army and fight the Kaiser’s soldiers,
as had so many less physically devel-

Minnesota middleweight Mike Gibbons,

who volunteered to teach army recruits
fist fighting, about 1920




Jack Dempsey (left) and Billy Miske posing with referee George Barton (center) before their fateful Minnesota
fight, May 3, 1918. This popular image was reprinted after Dempsey won the heavyweight title in 1919.

oped young men? Mike Gibbons,
the Minnesota middleweight, volun-
teered to train recruits in the basics
of fist fighting. Other fighters put on
exhibition matches for charity. Fred
did neither.?®

!" inally, Collins managed to get
Willard’s signature on a contract

for a bout on July 4, 1918, but as the
date approached, Willard began to
feel pressure from media opposing
the fight. Nor could the promoter
find a host city. In St. Paul the Wom-
en’s Christian Temperance Union
and the Red Cross both opposed the
match; in fact, the WCTU had tried,
with the help of the YMCA, to have
the Minnesota boxing law repealed.
Claiming that he could do nothing in
the face of “one hundred angry
women,” the promoter announced on
May 11 that the fight was off.?

“If they don’t want me to fight
Fulton, I'm through,” Willard was
quoted as saying. He retired to the
ranch he had recently bought in
Kansas and prepared to raise cattle
as his contribution to the war effort.
As compensation, Collins agreed
to let Fred meet Jack Dempsey on
July 27.%°

According to Dempsey, his poor
showing in a ten-round no-decision
fight with Billy Miske in St. Paul in
May had convinced the Fulton camp
that Dempsey would be a “safe” op-
ponent. A relative newcomer, he had
fought mostly in his native Utah and
in Colorado and Nevada. When he
went east in 1916, he was knocked
down by Andre Anderson in a no-
decision ten-rounder in New York,
refused matches with Sam Langford,
Gunboat Smith, and Frank Moran,
and fought two more no-decision
bouts before heading west again. A

spate of wins in California in 1917 re-
vived his reputation. Returning to the
East Coast in early 1918, he defeated
such prominent fighters as Carl Mor-
ris and Arthur Pelkey. Nevertheless,
he remained only one of many up-
and-coming fighters. The Minneapo-
lis Journal considered Dempsey “a
fine opponent for Fearless Fred after
the latter has taken over the title.”*!
While draft rules were getting
tighter, Fred fought exhibition
matches in California, New York, and
Minneapolis for the benefit of the
troops. In June, married men whose
wives could support themselves finan-
cially were added to the draft list.
The Minnesota Commission of Pub-
lic Safety announced that “Every
able-bodied male must be engaged
in a useful occupation”—and profes-
sional sports were not considered
useful. Because Fred was in the east
when his draft number came up, he
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was slow in reporting to his draft
board. Although he was exempt (he
was supporting Isabelle and their
three-year-old son), his failure to
register on time caused the New York
State draft board to issue a warrant
for his arrest on July 24—three days
before the Dempsey match. When
Fulton explained that the order to
appear had not reached him on time,
the court dismissed the warrant.*?
Fred arrived at the Federal
League Baseball Park in Harrison,
New Jersey, on the evening of July
27,1918, as the three-to-one favorite.
At 27, he was five years older than
Dempsey, outweighed him by 15
pounds, and towered a good 5%
inches above the younger man’s six
feet. His 8414-inch reach was consid-

e e
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erably longer than Dempsey’s mere
78 inches.*?

The crowd was slow to gather.
When the first bell rang, Fred, smil-
ing confidently, swung his powerful
left arm at Dempsey, who ducked
under it and slammed his right fist
into Fred’s chest just over the heart.
He followed with a left hook to Fred’s
stomach, and when Fred bent over,
hit him again on the jaw. Fulton tot-
tered back, and Dempsey hit him
again with a strong left to the jaw.
The fight was over. Fred lay stunned
on the floor while Collins bent over
him, begging him to get up—to no
avail. As the Rochester paper re-
ported, “Local Man Goes Down to
Defeat Ingloriously in Eastern Arena.”

Said Jess Willard smugly, “T was

not surprised by the result, for all you
have to do is to hit Fulton to have
him down.” Furious at seeing months
of work preparing Fulton for a cham-
pionship bout undone in 18 seconds,
Collins resigned. The two men would
never work together again. Fulton
later rashly claimed that the match
was a “frame up” and that he had
thrown the fight.**

With more rigorous draft re-

J J quirements and public senti-
ment turned against sport, boxing
went into a hiatus in 1918. Fulton re-
portedly worked in Minneapolis as a
guard at the Washburn-Crosby mills,
doing “his bit in that capacity” for the
war effort. By November 1918, how-

Amateur boxing on deck of U.S.S. Huntington, bringing the 151st Artillery home from war in April 1919
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whom pleaded innocent. While little
hard evidence emerged, no one could
deny that Fred seemed to have given
away the fight, and he was fined $500
and banned from boxing in Califor-
nia on grounds of inept performance.
Back in Minnesota, the Rochester
Daily Post & Record printed a
picture of him labeled “The Ring’s
Greatest Diver!”

Because prizefighting and gam-
bling had long been closely allied,
charges of selling out were frequent.
Managers often bet on their fighters.
Although organized crime did not
begin fixing fights until the 1930s,
boxers could be tempted to take a
bribe, especially when a fight's terms
were not very lucrative.”®

Fulton’s earlier claim that his
bout with Dempsey was fixed invites

Bad press in the hometown newspaper,
Rochester’s Daily Post & Record,
November 28, 1924

speculation, even though he was
exonerated. Fred would have been
foolish to jeopardize the prospect of
a shot at Willard’s title by deliber-
ately losing to Dempsey. In 1973,
however, sportswriter Dick Cullum
stated that Dempsey’s manager had
asked Fulton—without Dempsey’s
knowledge—to stage a close fight, in-
flicting no real pain, in order to build
a better crowd for a rematch.5® At
the Fuente match six years later,
when Fulton’s career was slipping
and California was enforcing its no-
prize-money law more strictly, it
might have been much more tempt-
ing to hedge his bets.

After the Fuente fight, Fred’s
boxing career was all but over. He
fought three bouts in 1925 and was
knocked out each time. After the last
of these, a sportswriter described
“an old Fulton, flabby and worn and
punchless,” who put up a brave battle
for five rounds before succumbing.®’
A March 1930 fight with Tom Havel
in St. Paul ended in a draw, and in
his final outing, against Kid Fettig
in Grand Forks in May 1933, the 42-
year-old Fulton was knocked out in
the second round.

There was no doubt that Fred
Fulton loved boxing; many re-
ports of his fights refer to the wide
grin he wore when he entered the
ring. By the mid-1920s, however,
he was considering retirement while
he still had his health. In 1923 Fulton
had bought the White City Resort
on Fish Hook Lake near Park Rapids.
Always gregarious, he had made
many friends around the state who
patronized his summer resort, which
he ran for nearly 40 years.®?

During that time, Fulton’s life saw
some changes. He and Belle divorced
in about 1930, and both eventually
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remarried. In 1959 Fred visited New
York City, where he appeared as a
guest on the television show This Is
Your Life’s tribute to Jack Dempsey.
The two retired pugilists exchanged
stories and relived their 1918 battle.
Fulton returned to the north woods
and his resort, retiring in about 1965
to a cottage on Fish Hook Lake. He
died in Park Rapids on July 3, 1973,
at age 82.5

In an obituary tribute, Min-
neapolis Tribune sports columnist
Dick Cullum described Fulton as “a
big, ingenuous country boy with a
great ego and a tremendous punch.”
Although Twin Citians never took
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ABOVE: Masthead, 1922, of the popular weekly magazine (10 cents per issue) published
in Minneapolis by Mike Collins. RiGHT: Ad from the July 1922 Boxing Blade promis-
ing to “put you in first class physical condition in short time”

ever, he was back in California to
fight. He had acquired a new man-
ager but fired him in December and
announced that he would handle his
own affairs.*>

Handling his own affairs did not
yield many fights, however. Fulton’s
finances went into a sharp decline,
and he eventually declared bank-
ruptcy. Finally, in August 1919 he
signed with yet another manager,
Tom O’Rourke, who took him to
England. There, Fred scored three
successive knockouts against Arthur
Townley, Gordon Cogdill, and Gus-
tave Marthuin. He would have liked
to meet with John Beckett, the Brit-
ish champion, or Georges Carpentier,
the French champ, but neither chose
to fight him.*

Returning to the United States,
Fred faced Frank Moran again in
an eight-round no-decision bout
described in the press as “a clash be-
tween ‘has-beens.” Fulton was still
winning fights, but he was now defi-
nitely in the second tier. Dempsey
had taken the title from Willard in
nine minutes in 1919 and showed
little interest in meeting Fulton
again. Nor was Fred especially anx-
ious to face Dempsey, although from

time to time the idea was bruited
around. In July 1920 Fred suffered
the fourth knockout of his career in a
battle with Harry Wills, who decked
him in the third round.*’ At least he
was making money again and clear-
ing up his debts.

Meanwhile, the New York and
Minnesota boxing commissions had
both suspended Fulton while they in-
vestigated his reckless statement that
he had thrown the Dempsey match.
Although both eventually reinstated
him, having insufficient evidence of
wrongdoing, an offer to fight in St.
Paul in June 1920 was withdrawn at
the insistence of “several leading
members of the boxing colony.” One
of them may have been Mike Collins,
now a major Twin Cities boxing pro-
moter, an incorporator of the recently
formed Minnesota Boxing Club, and
manager of several other fighters.**
Collins would never forgive Fred for
his performance against Dempsey.

While Fulton’s career slumped,
3 the popularity of boxing was
increasing. Young men who had
learned the rudiments at army train-

ing camps now considered them-
selves connoisseurs of the art. As one
historian put it, “The barbarism of
real war made boxing seem civilized.”
The newly formed American Legion
posts supported amateur boxing with
great enthusiasm and sometimes
sponsored professional fights. And
now, women were often present as
spectators.*?

Another factor in the rising
popularity was the charisma of Jack
Dempsey, deftly handled by the great
promoter Tex Rickard. A much more
colorful character than Jess Willard
and a more intense fighter, Dempsey
was also more active. He defended
his title six times between 1919 and
1926 before losing to Gene Tunney
and performed at least 30 exhibi-
tion bouts. His fight with French
champion Georges Carpentier on
July 2, 1921, was held before the larg-
est crowd seen until that time. The
first fight broadcast over the radio,
it brought in more than $1 million.
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Dempsey also performed in movies
and in vaudeville.>®

Renewed public enthusiasm for
prizefighting made it possible for
Fulton and others like him to con-
tinue their careers. In 1921 Fulton
won ten fights, all of them by knock-
outs, including one in November
against Carl Morris—finally erasing
the memory of Morris’s win over
him in 1914.%

But Fulton’s most satisfying vic-
tory must have been the one held in
his hometown on November 11, 1921,
when he entered the ring to a rousing
ovation and was introduced as the
“challenger for the heavyweight
crown”—a title no one else was then
giving him. He is said to have smiled
the entire four minutes it took him to
flatten his opponent, Jack Heinan.*>

The Rochester match was the last
permitted in Minnesota’s smaller
communities as exceptions to the
1915 law that had restricted prize-
fights to large cities. Places like
Rochester had been holding matches
under the auspices of the American
Legion; now, a newly selected box-
ing commission intended to allow
no exceptions. The Fulton-Heinan
fight (attendance was believed to be
the highest of any boxing event held
outside the Twin Cities) was permit-
ted only because it was part of the
American Legion Veterans’ Day cel-
ebration.”®

IJ fter his string of successes in

J 1 1921, Fulton began to falter. He
was 30 years old and losing some of
the edge his youth had given him.
Fighting again without a manager
(by May 1921 O'Rourke had left his
employ), he made a poor showing
against Bartley Madden in New York
in a January 1922 bout that ended in
a draw. Fulton’s “notorious lack of
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Ailing boxer Billy Miske, about 1920

fighting instinct was never more
prominent,” wrote one reporter. He
won his next three fights, then stum-
bled to a draw and a no decision.**

On August 25 he met Billy Miske
in Minneapolis. It was not Fred’s fin-
est hour. Miske had retired from the
ring in 1919 because of ill health—
he would die in 1924—but returned
because he needed money. Even so,
it took him only three minutes to
knock Fred out. According to sports-
writer Dick Cullum, Mike Collins
was at ringside, and when Fred went
down, the manager “jumped to the
apron of the ring and taunted Fulton
for his poor showing. At this Fulton
attacked Collins and the commotion
at ringside was a better show than
the fight.”*

Perhaps Fulton’s mediocre record
in 1922 was due, in part, to his lack
of a manager. For most boxers, a
manager was a painful necessity. He
could claim up to 50 percent of the
boxer’s earnings, and many prizes—
especially in the lower echelons—
barely covered the cost of preparing
for the fight. On the other hand, it
took time and skill to arrange fights,
deal with the opponent’s manager
and promoters, and negotiate finan-

cial arrangements. Fred was not the
only fighter to attempt to be his own
manager (even the great Dempsey
tried it), but the results were almost
always unsatisfactory.”®

The year 1923 was another bad
one for Fred. His only win was
against Francis “Farmer” Lodge
in Minneapolis on November 23.
Minneapolis fans had never taken
to Fulton, but that night they gave
him an ovation as he stepped into
the ring, and when he kicked Lodge
once when he was down, the crowd
loved it. A capacity house watched
the Rochester Plasterer take his op-
ponent out in under three minutes.
Fred was especially pleased with
the win because Mike Collins was
Lodge’s manager.””

Fulton had some early successes
the next year but reached bottom on
November 17, 1924, when he faced
Tony Fuente in Los Angeles. The
fight lasted all of 35 seconds. Fuente
threw two blows, neither of which,
according to some observers, seemed
to strike Fulton, but Fulton fell to the
mat and took the full count. “The big
bum laid down cold,” his new man-
ager said in disgust.®

Fred claimed he had a weak heart
and that Fuente had struck him full
in the chest. But two men later testi-
fied that Fulton had told them before
the fight not to put any money on
him, that he was in no shape to fight
but would be paid $4,000 to “lie
down.” He had wanted to wait until
the fourth round, but Fuente’s man-
ager had insisted that his boy win in
the first round or there would be no
match. This fight was the last to be
held under a California law that al-
lowed no cash prizes to be awarded,
only a medallion worth no more
than $35.

Charges were filed against the
boxers and their managers, all of



him to their hearts as they did the
Gibbons brothers, Fulton had main-
tained his place in the state’s sporting
history. Both the Minneapolis Tri-
bune and the Star took note of

his passing.5*

A ow good was Fred Fulton?

: When in top form, he could be
very good indeed. He fought 109
times and scored 66 knock-outs; be-
tween 1913 and 1918, he scored 36
knock-outs out of 64 fights and won
another 6 by decisions. He himself
was only knocked out ten times,
mostly in the last years of his career.
Nat Fleischer, editor of Ring maga-

zine from 1922 until the late 1980s
and a recognized boxing authority,
rated Fulton’s left-handed punch
among the top ten in the business.
But for no apparent reason Fred also
lost several fights he should have
won. George Blair, retired historian
of the International Boxing Research
Organization, ranked Fulton as Min-
nesota’s fourth-best heavyweight
boxer, behind Tommy Gibbons, Billy
Miske, and Lee Savold.%®

Jess Willard has never been con-
sidered one of America’s great fight-
ers. His major assets were his size,
his strength, and his endurance.®®
Fred Fulton was a good match for
him in the first two categories, and

with his powerful punch, he might
have overcome the third. It is more
than possible that if Fulton had faced
Willard in 1918, he would have won
the world heavyweight champion-
ship. Whether he could have held it
against the ascendant Dempsey is
another story.

In his autobiography, Jack
Dempsey described Fulton as, be-
yond a doubt, the number-one chal-
lenger in the country in 1918. It was
his win over Fulton, he firmly be-
lieved, that made it possible for him
to qualify to take on Willard for the
championship. “He had fought them
all;” Dempsey said of Fred Fulton, the
Rochester Plasterer.5
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