No loafers in Heeney family
. . . and they battled hard for everyone

THEY-DID IT
THEIR WAY

TAIN GILLIES on local sporting legends.

IT IS July 26, 1928. All around
Gisborne people are listening intently to
their radios as American ring announcer
Joe Humphries says: “Now we have
the main event of the evening. Fifteen
rounds of boxing for the heavyweight
championship of the world. On my right,
weighing in at 192 pounds, from New
York, the champion . . . Gene Tunney.

On my left, at 203-and-a-half pounds,
from New Zealand, the challenger, Tom
Heeney!”

The referee, Ed Forbes, beckons the two
fighters out into the centre of New York’s
huge Yankee Stadium, capable of seating
100,000, for their final instructions.

Tunney is tall, smiling, wrapped in
his old US Marine Corps dressing gown;
Heeney is several inches shorter, thick-
set, his muscular body covered by his
distinctive Maori cloak, a memento of the
homeland he has not seen for more than
four years. The fisticuff trail has taken
him to Australia, England, Ireland, South
Africa and America, and he has beaten
many worthy opponents.

Here, at last, is the moment he has
always hoped and dreamed about. But
only he, and those closest to him, know
what a long, hard road it has been. And
even his most ardent fans are all too
well aware that he faces a massive uphill
battle, as Gene Tunney is a champion of
champions. After all, the former Marine
beat the great world champion and
people’s favourite Jack Dempsey.

Tom Heeney is no novice. But he has
travelled a hard road to get into this ring
with Tunney,

HAVE GLOVES WILL TRAVEL: In his
pursuit of boxing’s major crown Tom
Heeney, above, travelled the world and
earned respect wherever he fought.
Above left, heavyweight champion Gene
Tunney (second left) and Tom pose for
the cameras before their world title bout.
Below left, Tom squares off with another
great heavyweight, Max Baer (right). Baer
won a close fight on January 16, 1931.
But it had a controversial ending. Tom
went down in the third round, hurt but
capable of continuing against his 11-year-
younger opponent. When referee Jack
Dempsey reached eight in his count, Tom
was upright again but the timekeeper
signified it was all over. Dempsey had
picked up the wrong count. It was the
only time in his career Tom was counted
out.

news of the fight was relayed to them
between rounds.
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