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Best pals:
Gene Tunney
loved writers
such as
Shelley,
Shakespeare,
and Shaw, left,
with whom
he became
good friends
Gene Tunney beat
Jack Dempsey in
1926 to become
the heavyweight
boxing champion
of the world

World boxing
champion Gene
Tunney and writer
George Bernard Shaw
forged a most unlikely
– but remarkably
enduring – friendship,
writes Patrick Myler
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or sure, it was an unusual relationship. Few understood what a
world heavyweight boxing champion and a Nobel Prize-winning
playwright could have in common, apart maybe from their Irishness.
Yet Gene Tunney and George Bernard
Shaw enjoyed a remarkable 30-year close
bond, fostered by a mutual love of literature, music, art — and boxing — that
only ended with Shaw's death in 1950 at the
age of 94.
“I have never been given to close personal friendships, as you know, and Gene Tunney is among the few for whom I have
established a warm affection,” GBS wrote of
the man 40 years his junior. “I enjoy his
company as I have of few men.”
Tunney described their closeness as “one
of the most precious gifts that fortune
allowed me. I am proud to have known him”.
Connecticut-based Jay R Tunney, one of
the boxer's four children, is coming to Dublin
to deliver a talk at UCD on May 31 as part of
the ‘GB Shaw: Back in Town’ conference, cosponsored by UCD Humanities Institute and
the International Shaw Society.
He is also promoting his book ‘The Prizefighter and the Playwright: Gene Tunney
and Bernard Shaw’.
Jay, who at 75 has the same handsome
looks and the strong head of hair that his
father retained right up to his death at 81 in
1978, spoke about the bond between the
prizefighter and the Dublin-born writer.
“Dad was the son of a New York stevedore
from Co Mayo and left school at 15, but he
resolved to educate himself by reading the
works of writers like Shakespeare, Butler,
Shelley, Maugham and Shaw,” he explained.
“Often he would reread the books and
poems over and over until he fully understood their meaning. He wasn't trying to
show he was better than others, but he made
it clear he wanted to better himself. Writers

like Shaw came to understand what he was
trying to do and saw how genuine he was.”
Gene admired and befriended a host of
other writers and scholars, including Thornton Wilder and Ernest Hemingway, and once
delivered a 45-minute lecture on Shakespeare, without notes, to students at Yale
University.
Back in the 1920s, hardened fight fans
and sports writers didn't know what to make
of a boxing champion who was more often
found with his head buried in a book than
playing cards or engaging in the normal
knockabout fun of training camps.
Accused of being a snob, he retorted: “If
being a snob is about trying to improve my
mind and learn anything I can from reading
books and meeting writers and artists, then
I am happy to be own up to being a snob.”
However, his relationship with GBS didn't get off to the most promising start.
Tunney had been approached to star in a
Hollywood movie based on Shaw's novel
‘Cashel Byron's Profession’, which was about
an Irishman who becomes a world boxing
champion, retires at his peak, marries and
raises a family, enters business and runs
successfully for a seat in the British Parliament.
The story would prove to be a remarkable
parallel of Tunney's own life, an almost perfect example of life imitating art.
Gene retired as undefeated world heavyweight champion in 1929, married steel
heiress Polly Lauder, served on the boards of
more than a dozen companies, and was a
guest at many a White House reception.
Unlike Cashel Byron, he didn't become an
MP, but one of his sons, John, was a US
Senator.
‘Cashel Byron's Profession’ never made it
to the movie screen, mainly because its
author feared his story would be ‘butchered'
by Hollywood scriptwriters. Tunney invited
the author's wrath by publicly declaring that

he didn't think much of the novel. Shaw,
however, admitted he wasn't too proud of it
either.
Shaw, who had made an unsuccessful bid
to enter the English amateur boxing championships because of his lack of experience,
followed Tunney's ring career from a distance, admiring a man who treated boxing
as a science, not a brutal slugging match, and
he was delighted when Gene toppled Jack
Dempsey off the heavyweight throne in 1926.
They began to correspond — most of
Shaw's letters to Tunney are held at Cornell
University while the boxer's letters are in
the British Museum — and would meet up
many times over a 20-year period.
“Theirs was a symbiotic relationship,”
explained Jay R Tunney. “Gene was a young
man and Shaw extended himself because it
gave him pleasure and allowed him to relive
a youth he thought was often wasted on the
young. Gene, in a sense, was like the son
Shaw never had.
“And we could say that Shaw was the
father my dad never had [Tunney had a
fraught relationship with his own strict disciplinarian father]. Shaw validated Dad's
career, which was often looked down upon
by society. Shaw's wisdom and intellect were
great sources of inspiration for my dad and
helped him redefine his goals for all the
years to come after boxing.”
The sincerity of the relationship was put
to the ultimate test in 1929, when the recently retired champion suffered a greater crisis
than he had ever experienced in the boxing
ring, as his young bride came close to dying.
The newlyweds had been enjoying an idyllic holiday at Brioni, on the Adriatic coast,
where Polly's mother had a rented villa.
Tunney had written to Shaw extolling the
privacy of the resort, away from the meddling
presence of reporters and photographers,
and GBS was so impressed by what he was
told that he asked if he and his wife Charlotte
could join them. Tunney was delighted to welcome them.
The two men enjoyed long, uninterrupted walks along the shore, discussing writers
and writing, and taking dips in the warm
Adriatic Sea. That was until their blissful
stay was shattered by Polly's sudden illness.
Suffering from acute appendicitis, her
condition was considered too grave to be
moved to the mainland.
It was only the chance arrival on holiday
of two prominent German doctors, who, on
hearing of the crisis, performed an immediate operation that undoubtedly saved her life.
Shaw, despite being under severe pressure from his publishers to meet a strict
deadline, had refused to leave his friend's side
and comforted Gene throughout his trauma
until Polly recovered. She would go on to live
beyond her 100th birthday.
The self-confessed atheist had sat in the
tiny chapel on Brioni as Tunney, brought up
by his Irish mother as a Catholic, prayed for
his wife's recovery.
Afterwards, GBS was moved to admit that
a miracle might indeed have happened.
“One of the most precious gifts that fortune allowed me was the friendship of George
Bernard Shaw,” said Tunney.
“In all our conversation and correspondence, I never knew him to say an offensive
thing or to ever malign anyone's character or
personality. I am proud to have known
him.” W
Jay R Tunney will give a talk at UCD on
Thursday, May 31 as part of the
‘GB Shaw: Back in Town’ conference.
‘The Prizefighter and the Playwright: Gene
Tunney and Bernard Shaw’, by Jay R Tunney, is
out now. www.fireflybooks.com
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