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One of Australia’s
best ever
maddleweight
boxers died
gnominiously in

the US 1n 1917.

Now a Sydrey
film-makeris

| resurrecting his

tragic story. Ian

Heads reports

he trail left by Les Darcy
as he passed through a
string of American cities
T7 years ago is by now
stone cold. But for all the dusting
over of the years, Darcy’s tragic
story lives on as Peter Fenton
discovered recently when he
went chasing the ghost of the
great Australian boxer in the US.
Sydney-based Fenton, movie
soundman, ex-rugby union coach
and renowned raconteur, has
lived with Darcy at his shoulder
for the last two years. His near-
obsessive interest in the story of
the doomed fighter was sparked
in boyhood tales told by his father
and his mates, and nurtured by
his own interest and research in
years since.
A long quest to uncover the
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“real” story of the life and death of Les
Darcy culminates this year when Fenton

completes a documentary film script on |
Sporting- |.

one of the great Australian
sagas. He also plans a 1995 book to co.
incide with the 100th anniversary of
Darcy’s birth. -

Australia’s one-time middleweight
boxing champion died on May 24,1917, in
Memphis, Tennessee, of blood Ppoisoning.
He was 21. His story ranks with Phar
Lap’s as the most bittersweet in Aus-
tralian sport — that of of a sunny-faced
blacksmith from Maitland, New South
Wales, who developed into a ferocious
but scrupulously fair fighting machine,
only to die in another country while mis-
understood and reviled in his own.

Australian newspapers, particularly
Hugh D. McIntosh’s Sunday Times, had
turned on him with extraordinary venom
after he sailed for the US on the tramp
steamer Haltie Luckenbach, lured by
huge offers from American promoters.
Prime minister Billy Hughes was zeal-
ously pursuing Australia’s involvement
in World War I at the time, and Darcy
was branded a “shirker” and a
“deserter”.

As Fenton’s research revealed, the
extent of such vilification was breath-
taking. Fenton followed Darcy’s trail
through the US, from Chicago to New
Orleans, in the spring of 1993. The train-
ers, fighters and bums who knew Darcy
in 1916-17 are long gone now — thus much
of Fenton’s research was done in
libraries. He was astonished by the vol-
ume of material that exists: “He was a
super-celebrity, the focus of attention
wherever he went. Americans had never
seen him fight — and never got to see him
fight — but they took to him with incred-
ible enthusiasm.”

Pressures emanating from Australia
blocked every one of Darey’s planned
fights in the US. His only appearance in
the ring was in a gymnasium scrap with
a highly-rated heavyweight, Fred Ful-
ton. Darcy handed out a severe beating
to the bigger man.

Naive: Fenton’s dogged quest prom-
ises toreawaken interest in Darcy, whom
he believes had only one failing — he was
naive. “He was no slacker or shirker,”
says Fenton. “In fact he tried twice to
enlist in Australia, but his mother
refused to sign the papers both times.
The most disgraceful aspeet of the whole
sad story was the way he was singled out
for special attention in both Australia
and America.”

Fenton reveals that while Darcy was
banned from fighting in a succession of
American states, other Australians were
free to compete. One, Mick King, who
had stowed away in Perth, actually
fought in Memphis the night before
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ton, adding how he was
moved to tears in Memphis
by a letter written by one of
Darcy’s doctors, who had
expressed his own frustra-
tion and anger at the way
Darcy had been treated. Also
in Memphis, Fenton uncov-
ered new material on the
arrival of Darcy’s sweetheart
Winifred O’Sullivan at his
bedside just before his death.

Tribute: Darcy’s impact on
the United States was
reflected most starkly in his
San Francisco funeral. Al-
though he had never visited
the city in life, in death Darcy
received a staggering trib-
ute, with the funeral proces-
sion stretching at least a mile
behind the cortége. Back
home in Sydney, even fans
who had rejected him turned
out in astonishing numbers
for a second service.

Fenton has some Aust-
ralian Film Commission sup-
port for his project and
indications of corporate back-
ing — substantial enough to
ensure Darcy’s story is done

Les Darcy (opposite and above): a

sunny-faced

Darey died. At the same time, numerous
Englishmen — actors, sportsmen, busi-
nessmen — who had done “runners” from
Britain when war broke out, carried on
their lives in the US without probiems.
Fenton suspects that the hand of PM
Hughes — a fanatical proponent of con-
scription — ensured the bans on Darcy.
“The treatment of Darcy was a mon-
strous scandal — one of the supreme
injustices of Australian life,” says Fen-
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justice. He has hopes of
tracking down a rare item -2
two-reel film called The
Heart of a Champion, made in 1915,
which tells the Darcy story to that point.

“Sometimes I feel Darey is sitting
alongside me,” says Fenton. “I would
love to have known him. He was a great
athlete and I have found no skerrick of
evidence to suggest that he was any-
thing but a fine bloke.

“He deserved much better than Aus-
tralia gave him ... and I don’t think we
should ever forget that.” m
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