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Navy admiral starts tradition in 1865

College boxing roots traced through academy

Matthew Strohm was. the first athletic instructor at
the Naval Academy, serving from 1868-1909.
Admiral David Dixon Porter, superintendent of the
academy in 1865, is credited with brl.llsln; boxing to
the academy in 1865.

By Ellen Walker Ratrie

The following article was written in 1974 when
Ms. Ratrie was a staff member of the Naval
Academy Public Affairs Office,

It's a strange place for a “silence” sign. But sure
enough, there it hangs on the wall behind the Naval
Academy’s boxing ring in Macdonough Hall.

Once upon a time it meant something, in the days
when midshipmen and officers — even the coaches
— arrived at Macdonough Hall for Navy boxing
matches in full dress uniforms, escorting ladies in
long gowns; in the 1920s and 30s when spectators
were asked not to applaud or cheer between rounds
— a far cry from smoke-filled boisterous auditoriums
that are usually the settings for pugilistic events.

Things are different in that ring now. The walls
around the boxing arena fill with the roars of
hundreds of enthusiastic fans as midshipmen boxers
carry on a sport that is almost as old as the Naval _
Academy itself and one, that in the Golds of
Gloves, brnught fame to Annapolis as the home of .
the country’s finest college boxmg team,

It seems that boxing got its start at Annlpolls in
the traditional military method of acquiring
“volunteers,” Admiral Dayid Dixon Porter,
superm(endent of the Naval Academy in 1865, one
day walked into the gymnasium and handed a pair of
boxing gloves 1o a poor plebe who happened to be
working out. Porter sent the nervous young man into
the ring, then, at the sound of the bell, charged
swiftly at the plebe, to the amazement of the
spectators in the gym. Halting suddenly, the admiral
lightly touched the plebe’s gloves and announced,
“That starts boxing at the Naval Academy.” ..

Boxing continued as a recreational sport at the
academy until 1919 when two major events occurred
that were to change the face of the sport forever at
Annapolis, The end of World War I let loose into the
nation’s colleges an influx of young men who had
boxed in the service during the war, marking the
start of boxing as an intercollegiate sport; and at the
academy, a 30-year-old boxer fromBaltimore joined
the Naval Académy fdculty. He was 16 become one’ *

of the greatest boxing coaches in history and a Navy
sports legend.

His name was Hamilton Murrell Webb, but
everyone called him “Spike.” Spike came to Navy
armed with a boxing record that rang of
championship tones. In 115 fights as a
bantamweight, he won 113. He was a feisty fighter.
In one match he knocked out not only his opponent,
but also the referee.

In only a year after arriving at Annapolis, Spike
Webb, with a devotion to the sport and to his
midshipmen that was to make him one of the most
beloved figures at the academy, put together a Navy
boxing team that would go undefeated for the next
11 years.

In the strangely formal ring in Macdonough Hall,
Spike Webb's Navy team became the nation's
leading college boxing power. Six times between
1920 and 1931 the midshipmen won national titles.
Midshipmen such as Harry Henderson, Slade Curter,
Duke Crinkley, Richie Collins, Moon Chapple and
Mike Wallace became great individual boxers under
Webb.

In 1931, however, Navy took its first tumble from
the intercollegiate boxing throne when a Syracuse
team handed Navy its first defeat to the .
astonishment of the devoted Annapolis fans who
were used to winning.

Other colleges, meanwhile, were recruiting boxers
as they recruit football players today, and
competition became too much for a Navy team that
drew its talent from the ranks of midshipmen whom
Spike Webb had honed into skillful fighters. Navy
continued boxing, but like many other colleges who
could not recruit, never regained its supremacy in
the college ring.

In 1941 Navy declared that they would no longer
compete in intercollegiate boxing, ending an
amazing 20 years that had produced 93 wins, 14
losses and 8 ties.

Boxing at Navy did not die though. Spike Webb,
still going strong in the Navy blue jacket and
baseball cap that were his trademarks, stayed at
Macdonough Hall, teaching midshipmen the
jabbing, skipaway style that he had ingrained in great
pros such as Gene Tunney.

Under Webb the boxing ring in Macdonough was
to become the scene of one of the most popular
intramural sports at the academy. Formal dress was
replaced with more casual attire in 1950, and
spectators who flocked to the ringside could now
cheer on their favorite fighters.

Spike Webb built up an intramural program for
the midshipmen and trained them for the brigade

. championships.

On June 20, 1954, Spike Webb retired from
coaching after 35 years at Navy. He was facing in his
retirement, “the hardest round he ever fought,”
harder than the battles he faced as coach of four
U.S. Olympic teams or for champions such as
Tunney, Sugar Ray Robinson, Frankie Genaro and
Ken Overlin.

His heart remained at Navy, and until his death
?: 1963 he returned to Macdonough Hall for the big

ghts.

A.J. “Tony” Rubino, now a professor emeritus at_

the academy, probably knew Spike Webb better than '

anyone else at Navy. Pictures on the wall in current
boxing coach Jim McNally's office tell of a time
when Rubino, as an assistant to Webb and later as
Navy boxing coach, made his office near the boxing
ring. It was Rubino who carried on the spirit of
Spike Webb in Navy boxing.

Runner-up intercollegiate champion in the 145-
pound weight class in 1938, Rubino quit boxing

after college, only to be ulled blck 10 lm tpon whm_

the war broke out.

was a casual recreational sport until
Hamilton Murrell Webb, more popularly known as
Spike, joined the Naval Academy faculty in 1919,
Webb put together a Navy boxing team that would
go undefeated for 11 years. The midshipmen won
national titles six times between 1920 and 1931.

“I was one of 200 athletes chosen to give physical
training to Navy pilots,” Rubino recalled in a
colorful style and voice reminiscent of a
sportcaster’s. “We went through officer training here
at the academy.”

Rubino’s roommate at Annapolis was later to
become President of the United States, but Rubino
proved his better in boxing. “Gerald Ford and I
were roommates here, then we both went to the
Naval Pre-Flight School in Chapel Hill, N.C.,
where we trained naval aviation cadets and, as a
matter of fact, coached opposing boxing teams.”

Rubino returned to the academy as a Navy
lieutenant commander and assistant to his friend
Spike Webb. He was named head boxing coach
when Webb retired.

Rubino saw that boxing at Annapolis remained
the challenging and gentlemanly sport that Webb
had made it. Boxing, contends Rubino, plays an
important part in midshipmen’s training.

“Boxing most easily helps a midshipman to relax
and keep calm and poised under pressure. It teaches
self-confidence. The conquest of fear is the greatest
conquest of all, and boxing represents an excellent
proving ground for determining whether or not you
can whip fear.”

Emerson Smith, who ran the boxing program in
the 1970s, agrees. ** Our goal is to teach aggressive
offense and aggressive defense with the emphasis on
skill, not on injury. I try to teach it as a science, I
advocate good physical conditioning, correctly
taught skills, proper matching and good equipment.
It is important that these future officers know what
it is to get hit. The one-on-one aspect of boxing is
important in learning self-defense. A number of
former midshipmen have expressed to me that their
first time in combat in Vietnam was like coming out
on the first belt of a boxing match.”

The “silence” sign in Macdonough Hall hangs
out of tradition, but these days boxing at Navy is an
exciting, spoptaneous sport for ﬁghtm and
spectatdrtalikes w55, i i L0






