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FOREWORD


I was deeply honored when my dear friend Fiaz Rafiq asked me to write the foreword to his book Muhammad Ali: The Life of a Legend. It was refreshing to read all of the beautiful encounters from prominent figures that made a huge impact in my father’s career. Figures such as Angelo Dundee, Jim Brown, Sugar Ray Leonard, George Foreman, Chuck Wepner, Larry Holmes, Dr. Harry Edwards, Lou Gossett Jr, Jose Sulaiman, Butch Lewis, and many others. These stories encompass the diversity of my father: the sportsman, friend, father, family man, humanitarian and icon.


What made my dad the greatest was his inexplicable talents in the ring, but most of all the love he had for his people. It was incredibly spiritual how he made others, especially minorities and African-Americans, feel about themselves. What he stood for and how he inspired the world to be great and do great things will continue to impact the very foundation of our hearts. I hope this oral biography helps to inspire others to not only love themselves, but make a difference in others’ lives and encourage us to be the best version of ourselves.


Thank you for the memories.


God bless.


Rasheda Ali












PREFACE


One of the most remarkable personalities of our time and perhaps the greatest sportsman to emerge in the modern era is Muhammad Ali. A figure of mythic proportions who was perhaps the most recognizable man alive in his time, at the height of his career The Greatest made it into the Guinness Book of Records for being the most written about human being on the planet. Ali himself, of course, was characteristically humble about his own stature. “I’m the most recognized and loved man that ever lived because there weren’t no satellites when Jesus and Moses were around,” he told one interviewer, not long after John Lennon proclaimed The Beatles bigger than Jesus. “So people far away in the villages didn’t know about them.”


Almost four decades after his last fight, Ali is still remembered for both his boxing and his principles – for the daring lean-away style and hummingbird jab that flummoxed Sonny Liston and the stand he took against the Vietnam War, for his battles with Frazier and Foreman and his willingness to spend time with almost anyone. He was a fighter with a great love for the world, and a figure who carried his bravery far beyond the ring. He might be more beloved today than he was as the heavyweight champ, appealing to men and women, young and old.


For me, Ali has been one of the two great influences in my life. Muhammad Ali and Bruce Lee both impacted pop culture and the world in different ways, two fighters who changed the meaning of the word and had a profound effect on me personally. Both men stood up for what they believed in. Both men fought against racist stereotypes, overcame insurmountable odds and left legacies that are still in evidence today. Lee’s spectacular life was cut short as he was reaching him prime – his early death cemented his legendary status. Ali lived to the ripe age of 74, and his influence is arguably greater.


Having already interviewed dozens of Bruce Lee’s friends, relatives and associates to write an oral history of the Little Dragon, I knew from experience that such an endeavor was one of the best ways to shed new light on a beloved icon. I also knew from the beginning of writing this book that attempting to capture the life of an individual of the caliber of Ali would be an arduous task – to say nothing of trying to say something new about a man who has had so many column inches, books, films and TV shows devoted to him. Nevertheless, The Greatest endeared himself to me as I pursued him – with every revelation from his friends and family revealing more about a man that so many people know something about. I was intrigued as I immersed myself in Ali’s life, finding new depths to a man already famous for his charitable work and giving nature. There were also complexities to the three-time heavyweight champion that I had never considered, strengths and weaknesses that humanized the legend as I learned about them. Gradually, I began to piece together the jigsaw puzzle of a complex man – his political, social and religious leanings, his sensibilities and habits, and the things that made him so beloved.


I have gone to some lengths to make this tome a balanced read as well as a compelling one. I believe, and I’m sure many may share this thought, that it is incumbent to broach the facets of Ali’s life that go beyond his boxing career. Ali was a catalyst for social change, which resonated with and endeared him to many people. Of course, the humanistic side to the man and the public persona are both appealing and profoundly define the essence of Ali’s true character.


This book has been a tremendous task to put together. In researching it, I reached out to dozens of Ali’s family members, friends and colleagues, collaborators, coaches and acquaintances. I spoke to old sparring partners about days in the gym, to former opponents about how it felt to face the greatest of all time, and to some of his closest friends about how Ali acted when the cameras were off. What I hope emerges is a more intimate sort of biography, an unvarnished version of events that allows everyone to tell their own story. I feel with great conviction that this unconventional approach is one of the best ways to tell a story, as it allows the reader to make up their own minds about a complex individual and build up their own picture of who he was as a man. In these pages, you’ll discover a vibrant, humorous, intuitive man who was a warm, caring and approachable person – an astonishing fighter who was as gentle outside the ring as he was ferocious inside it.


Furthermore, through personal accounts of family members, close friends, associates and adversaries, this book showcases the thoughts, memories and anecdotes of a remarkable public figure who refused to let fame go to his head. Talking to those who were close to Ali, I found new reasons to admire him. His importance as an historical figure is well documented, but dozens of tiny moments came to light in the course of my interviews that showed just why he was admired.


Muhammad Ali is many things to many people. Many view him as the greatest heavyweight boxing champion and sportsman to emerge in modern times. Others are inspired by his courage and humanitarian work. People from all walks of life are aware of this symbolic figure and celebrity, whose mass appeal and awareness is still evident despite his demise. I hope that in these pages, devoted fans of The Greatest, as well as those who only know him from grainy YouTube clips and news footage, will discover something new about a modern-day legend.


Fiaz Rafiq












INTRODUCTION


In the 1960s, two sportsmen emerged on the global stage who would eventually reach such heights of fame that each would be recognizable from one name alone. Both were black men from unpromising backgrounds; both won vast fortunes and became synonymous with success in their respective fields. Soccer’s Edson Arantes do Nascimento, of Brazil, became the world’s greatest player and an iconic figure of the most played game on the planet – known to his fans as Pele. Parallel to this Ali garnered mass appeal as he elevated the sport of boxing to something like art. But while Pele and Ali both helped their sports to truly become, respectively, the beautiful game and the sweet science, Ali went on to transcend his sport and become something greater.


The essentials of his life, of course, are well-established. Born Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr., on January 17, 1942, Ali grew up in what, for the time, was a relatively middle-class African-American family in Louisville, Kentucky. He changed his name to Muhammad Ali in 1964 after joining the controversial religious group the Nation of Islam, just days after claiming the heavyweight crown, arguably the most important title in sports, from the hard-slugging Sonny Liston. Subsequently he was catapulted to fame like no sportsman before; rising from the obscurity of small-town life to global prominence.


Every great sporting figure, of course, is a product of their era, and the 1960s was a time when two of the principal preoccupations for the American population were equality of rights for African-Americans and war. The civil rights movement that came to national prominence during the mid-1950s was a huge influence on Ali, as he became more aware that African-Americans were the people whose blood and sweat helped build America yet they faced discrimination, poverty and were treated with disdain as second-class citizens. During Ali’s upbringing, African-Americans were harassed, beaten and even murdered by whites regularly, and the case of Emmett Till could not have escaped his notice. The Ku Klux Klan used violence against blacks and attacked and murdered them and burned down houses – behavior which was particularly rife in the Southern States. The struggle was about more than merely civil rights under law; the people who had played a pivotal role in building the greatest country in the world wanted to be treated like any other white citizen.


So, during the 1960s the stage was set for stepping up the movement to achieve freedom, justice and equality for the African-American population. In this battle, leaders like Malcolm X (also known as El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz), and Martin Luther King took a stand against racism as they fought for dignity and respect as well as social and economic equality. Dr King was inspired by Gandhi’s non-violent activism, but Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam were less inclined to take the moral high road. Muhammad Ali would soon step into this struggle, defying the establishment and risking his career in the process. He stood up for what he believed in and transformed the image of African-Americans.


Meanwhile, the civil rights movement in the United States attracted attention globally and became a lodestone for the human rights revolution worldwide. Most of the campaign for civil rights took place in the Southern part of the United States, where marches, boycotts and ‘sit-ins’ were the primary forms of protest. Although Ali didn’t come from the ghetto like many other African-Americans – he grew up in a middle-class family – he understood the struggle facing every other black American and was more than able to empathize with their hardships. In a time when the heavyweight champion of the world was regarded as perhaps the greatest sportsman on the planet, he used his stature to speak out on issues that sorely required public attention, and would eventually take center stage during one of the most volatile decades of the century.


A key part of Ali’s position as a lightning rod for controversy, of course, was his membership of the Nation of Islam. Founded in Detroit, Michigan, by Wallace D. Fard Muhammad in July 1930, the Nation was, in the words of its founder, developed to ‘teach the downtrodden and defenseless black people a thorough knowledge of God and of themselves, and put them on the road to self-independence with a superior culture and higher civilization’. Fard disappeared in 1933 with little explanation, and after a brief succession his former assistant, later known as the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, took leadership of the organization from 1935 to 1975.


Though this was little understood by most Americans at the time, the Nation does not adhere to the core tenets of Islamic theology. Moreover, one can argue that its propagated ideology is actually incongruent and abhorrent to true mainstream Islam. The core belief of the organization and its followers was that its founder came in person as God, and at various times the Nation has also argued that 85 percent of the population are easily manipulated ‘deaf, dumb and blind’ sheep, or that African-Americans are superior to other races. These beliefs became more contentious when one of its most distinguished members, the late Malcolm X , who became a member while in prison, departed in 1964 after friction between him and Elijah Muhammad. Malcolm X became a Sunni Muslim after making a pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca and began to speak out against the leadership – until in early 1965 Malcolm X was assassinated whilst giving a speech in New York.


Malcolm X has been widely acknowledged as the person who introduced Ali to the group. Ali joined the Nation of Islam in 1964, and was seen at Muslim rallies a few years before he publicly proclaimed his allegiance. Despite Malcolm X playing a pivotal role in the recruitment of Ali, the latter claimed that no one pressured him to become a Muslim; that he did it on his own initiative. It’s easy to argue that the Nation exploited Ali, using him as a platform to publicize their message and extracting huge amounts of money from him – but Ali denied it for much of his life.


The Vietnam War, which occurred from November 1955 to April 1975, was another key turning point in Ali’s life. The United States entered the war to prevent a communist takeover of South Vietnam, as part of a wider strategy of containing what was seen as a communist threat. However, the end results would be devastating for America’s national psyche, as well as for the country of Vietnam and a generation of soldiers, and the war quickly lost favor. The anti-war movement gained national prominence in 1965, peaking three years later, and remained in effect throughout the duration of the conflict. It attracted the support of college campus students, people from middle-class suburbs and even some government institutions.


Ali refused to be inducted into the armed forces at the height of the conflict, in 1967. He rationalized that since he – and black African-Americans – had been denied civil rights in America, he wasn’t prepared to venture out to another country to fight against people who’d never done him any harm. He paid a hefty price for his stance, being suspended from fighting for three years during the prime of his career. But his firm stance against the war would later make him a hero.


Both before and after the war, however, Ali captured attention and imaginations with not just his speed and flair, or his lip, but with his heart. As the man himself famously once said, “Champions aren’t made in the gym. Champions are made from something they have deep inside them – a desire, a dream and a vision.” These weren’t empty words – Ali would go on to back them up in his legendary fights the Rumble in the Jungle and Thrilla in Manila, considered to be some of the greatest fights of the century.


The final part of Ali’s life, of course, had its own tragedy, but also its own triumphs. Ali, the most loquacious of athletes, could hardly speak in his final two decades on this earth, diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in 1984 and continuing to suffer from it even as he entertained and encouraged others for the rest of his life. Parkinson’s stole much from this once mightiest of men, who captivated everyone’s attention at press conferences and on TV. He brought streets and airports to a standstill with his extrovert personality, but he ultimately stood up against it, raising awareness of – and funds to fight – the disease worldwide. And so his legacy lives on. Long after he hung up his gloves, according to the Associated Press, in 1993 Ali was tied with the baseball legend Babe Ruth as the most recognizable athletes, out of 800 dead or alive, in America. Ali has signed more autographs than any other athlete ever, living or dead. Most celebrities reach a point where they start to fade into obscurity, particularly once they are no longer in the public eye, but Ali continues to endure. Athletes may be remembered in their sports, but very few are remembered for changing the world. Muhammad Ali’s story, without doubt, is an epic one encapsulating all the facets – one of bravery, courage, abundance, castigation and overcoming obstacles with an indomitable will. He touched millions of lives on the way, thousands in person, dozens as a supporter, father or friend.












ONE


FAMILY


Ali’s family – the support they gave him, the lessons they taught him and even the ways they couldn’t help him – had a huge impact on his career. Despite being married four times (to Sonji Roi, Belinda Boyd, Veronica Porche and Yolanda Williams – commonly known as Lonnie) and having his fair share of domestic problems, Ali was a staunch family man. He had nine children: Maryum; Rasheda; Jamillah; Hana; Laila; Khaliah; Miya; and Muhammad Jr. Laila is probably the most prominent of all, after forging a career in boxing with great success. Two of his daughters, Khaliah and Miya, were born out of wedlock, and Assad Amin was an adopted son. Unfortunately, Ali didn’t get to spend as much time as many parents do with his children when they were growing up. Nonetheless, he was a good father and loved all his children.


Ali was first married in 1964 to Sonji, a marriage which lasted a mere seventeen months. Belinda and Ali married in 1967. Belinda was still a teenager when Ali first saw her, a junior at the University of Islam. The couple never went out; Ali went to dinner with his bride-to-be’s family in attendance, and their marriage was arranged by her Muslim parents after Ali asked for her hand. After many years of a marriage which had its ups and downs they filed for divorce in late 1976. In the summer of 1977, he married Veronica Porche, who he had first met in 1974. This marriage also lasted nine years. Soon after his divorce from Veronica, he tied the knot with Lonnie in 1986, a marriage which lasted until his death thirty years later. According to his third wife Veronica, Ali preferred a wife who was the domestic type, someone who would be happy staying at home. He was also adamant that his wives adhere to the Islamic principles, something that Sonji in particular had a very hard time embracing and a key cause of the rift between them.


Though Ali’s family tree has its tangles, he endeavored to maintain good relationships with all his children, and with their mothers. Like any good parent, Ali cherished the time he did spend with his children, and sought to make up for his hours on the road or in other cities by showering them with affection when he saw them.


From the intimate accounts of family members, who probably know the man behind the public persona better than anyone else, surfaces the true image behind the legend. Ali was known for his boastfulness and outspoken personality, but behind the facade and frolics he showed the opposite personality behind closed doors, a side of him invisible to most outsiders. In private, Ali was a quiet man, far from the image he portrayed to promote his fights in front of flashing cameras and press-men. The contrast between the two sides of his personality was profound.


For most of us, family is an integral part of our lives. We seek comfort, security and a sense of joy from the few people that know us best. Many people pursue life with the ultimate aim of excelling in endeavors, which they, subconsciously or otherwise, feel will give them happiness, but most of us ultimately grow to understand true contentment is derived from having a loving and supporting family. In his later years, Ali grew to appreciate this, becoming a family man who matured as he came to appreciate the true teachings of his religion.


Like any public figure or celebrity, positive and negative stories have been written in the past relating to Ali’s personal history. The media, more often than not, has a penchant for the most controversial parts of public figures’ lives. Certainly he made mistakes over the course of his four marriages, as we all do – but as Ali became a much more devoted Muslim, his knowledge and practice of Islamic principles in his life strengthened, and his devotion to his family grew.


Over the following pages you’ll find first-hand recollections from Ali’s children, some of whom have barely spoken about their father in public before. Most people are aware of the fact Ali has daughters, for instance, but many are oblivious of the fact that he has a son. It’s very rare to see most of Ali’s children in the spotlight. Ali’s son, who has hardly been in the media spotlight for much of his life, shares his memories, and his daughters offer a personal glimpse of the man who is loved by so many. Our family know us as we truly are – not by the performance we put on for the world.



MUHAMMAD ALI JUNIOR


Muhammad Ali Jr. was born to Ali’s second wife Belinda. With a personality very unlike his famous father’s, Ali’s only biological son has kept a very low profile, never attempting to capitalize on his fame. As a result, he comes across as a down to earth person living a normal life.


Q: Your father was perceived as a brash and boastful person. How would you define your father’s personality?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He was very open and we talked about anything actually. We had like a brother-to- brother relationship. His personality is unlike anybody else’s. I’ve never met anybody who had a better personality than my father. My father was actually doing that for publicity, whatever he was doing in the ring. But my father was not quiet; he was outspoken. He’s just an all-round outgoing person. When it comes to other people, he didn’t mind helping. I remember one time when we were living in California, he had actually moved a family in the house with him to get them off the street and gave them clothes and fed them. He had a remarkable personality.


Q: When you were growing up, did your father visit you in school like all the other kids’ parents did?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He would come visit us all the time at home and at my grandmother’s house. He did come to school once during the graduation. I mean, if you think about what it means to me to be Muhammad Ali’s son, I was actually happy to see him.


Q: Did your father give you advice as you were growing up?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Oh, yeah. One thing he said to me, which I remember, was: I don’t care what people call you. I don’t care what people think of you – everybody is equal under the eyes of God. He said I care about people being as human and not what color they are. He said look at people and respect them as human beings. Actually, let me put it like this way: don’t judge them from their actions and how they look, don’t judge people – period. He said what you need to look for is the content of their character. If they’ve got a good character and they’re not stuck up, they’re not racists, then they’re good people. If they are then just leave them alone. Then you’ll be alright. He said watch what you say and watch what you do and respect your elders. And he taught me a lot about chivalry – stop calling people by the names of animals. He gave me good advice.


Q: How hard was it for your father to overcome obstacles in the 1960s when blacks endured many hardships?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Number one, he was black. Number two, for not having any liable rights at all. Number three, for becoming a Muslim and be slandered for it. Number four, his boxing, decision to not go to war, his title was taken off him. Everybody’s entitled to freedom of religion. And another thing he taught me, he said, “I don’t care if it’s a Jew, Christian or a Muslim in the same room, as long as they believe in God.”


Q: Your father went to hajj in Mecca and later became zealously committed to his religion. Did he relate any stories to you how he felt about the experience?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Oh, yeah. He actually felt sorry for a lot of things that he had said, such as, “White man’s a devil.” He really felt sorry because the fact that when he went to hajj, he saw black Muslims, purple Muslims, white Muslims, yellow Muslims – all different types of race of Muslims. So, he was really sorry for saying what he had said a long time ago – white man’s a devil and this is a white man’s world. He was sorry for saying it. Because he realized that there are other Muslims as well as blacks.


Q: He enjoyed joking around a lot.


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He could’ve been a comedian.


Q: Did you have social family reunions?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: We used to go for ice cream, pies, cakes, etc. We just had a good time. We didn’t have too many barbeques. We always had family gatherings such as Thanksgiving dinners. For Christmas we had another Thanksgiving dinner, so it was like twice a year of Thanksgiving.


Q: In your opinion what was your father’s biggest and most monumental achievement?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Regardless no matter what the situation maybe, no matter what the cost, no matter what the circumstances. I mean, my father believed wholeheartedly in Islam. He was ready to die for it. He said, “I’m not going to denounce my religion Islam. If I have to face gunfire, I will.”


Q: In the boxing world what was his greatest achievement?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Well, I’m going to put it like this because my father always told me, he said, “Boxing was just a stage for something greater.” That’s the way he put it to me. That wasn’t his actual thing; it was something greater than boxing. He was trying to liberate his people, even himself. I was at the park in New York and one historian came up to me. And she told me that Martin Luther King was in this park at one time with his wife. And she [historian] said that Martin Luther King got stoned in this park. They were throwing stones at him. It was the non-violent rally which he had. It was unfair. It was just a non-violent get-together for the Muslims. I said, “Man, this is a disaster.” So, it wasn’t really about boxing, it was just about liberation of black people to be free and to have rights like everybody else.


Q: How do you feel things have changed now, was it not for the 1960s civil rights movement do you think America would not have evolved profoundly?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Things have changed in the means of: you don’t have to go to war if you don’t want to. Because of your beliefs, your background, your religion, your upbringing, you don’t have to go to war. I mean, really the thing about war is to kill, kill, kill. In Islam it’s peace. So a lot of Muslims don’t have to go to war because it’s against our religion to kill.


Q: Your father got on with everybody, from the old to the young kids, is it true that he would often let strangers into his house?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Like I said before, when we were growing up he took in his home a family, clothed them, fed them and made sure they had a roof over their heads. I mean, he was just an all-round caring person. He had no bad heart at all.


Q: Which people were close to your father during his career? Herbert Muhammad was his manager and Angelo Dundee was his coach.


Muhammad Ali Jr.: There were a lot of people around my father that didn’t do my father any good. Herbert Muhammad was one of them. There’s a long list of people but I don’t want to get into all that.


Q: What path did your father pursue after hanging up the gloves?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Helping people, doing things for charities, feeding the homeless, feeding the hungry. It was stuff like that he got involved in because it made him feel good. He said I’m doing something good because Allah wants me to. This is what Allah sent me over here for, to help people. So the best way I can help people is by feeding and clothing them, make sure they have homes. It was his way of giving back to God – giving back to Allah.


Q: Your father wasn’t motivated by money, he gave a lot away. Fame didn’t get to his head, but a lot of celebrities let fame get to their heads.


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He gave all he made away. My father was grounded in Islam and Islam humbled him. He wasn’t a big-headed person in the first place.


Q: Did you go to any events?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: The last one I went to was to collect an award for my father who couldn’t make it. So that’s all I’ve done.


Q: Your favorite boxing fight?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: I have one favorite fight and it didn’t happen in the ring – it happened in the courtroom. He stood up for his beliefs in Islam by not going to war and Allah blessed him with his title match.


Q: When your father became a Sunni Muslim it opened his eyes, he prayed five times a day.


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Oh, yes. He couldn’t really move around too much in his later years and do his prayers, but he was still devoted to Islam. He didn’t stop devoting to Islam until the day he passed away.


Q: Is there anything that the people don’t know about your father or are unaware of?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Well, a lot of fans don’t know he has a son. They know he has daughters. A lot of fans think Tatyana Ali is my sister, but she’s not.


Q: Did your father let you choose your own path in life?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: My father let me be my own man. But I was actually sheltered my whole life because of whom my father was, who I am to my father, because we had family threats on our lives. So they sheltered me. Actually, it was my mother’s parents. I was raised by my mother’s parents. I was raised by my grandparents. They actually sheltered me and it really hindered me instead of helping me because I wasn’t able to go out there. I wasn’t able to get my own, this and the other. It really put a dent on my whole life. But everything’s OK and it’s not a total loss.


Q: What goes through your mind when you look back watching your father on TV?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: I mean, it seems like a dream to me, to be honest with you. But I just look at him as daddy. He’s my daddy. I love him and he’s my father. That’s how I see him. I don’t see him as the Greatest of All Time. I don’t see him as the great humanitarian. I see him as daddy.


Q: When you were growing up did you get to spend much time with your father?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: When I was little I spent more time with my father than I did when I was older because he used to come and visit us. But since he was sick, he wanted to come visit me but his wife didn’t bring him around. Actually, when he came to visit us he’d give us money and we wouldn’t have to ask for it. We’d take summer vacations to California, Deer Lake, Pennsylvania; just go to a lot of places. He used to travel a lot. We’d go to Kentucky to visit his parents – my grandparents. I mean, there were a lot of things we used to do. And I found out – it took me thirty-eight years to find out – I had certain cousins that I never knew I had.


Q: How did you take it when you found out your father had Parkinson’s?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Like anyone else takes it. I mean, I look at it like this: if it’s going to happen then it will. That’s how life is. Whatever happens is because of Allah’s will. It really doesn’t bother me too much. Everybody’s going to pass away some time, you can’t live forever.


Q: Your father wasn’t a big spender but he liked cars. What other things did he have a passion for?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He used to like music a lot. He used to like the old-school music. He was around all those (music) people back then. Everybody knew everybody. I’ve got to tell you another thing. My mother used to babysit Michael Jackson and her karate instructor was Jim Kelly [Enter the Dragon co-star].


Q: Interesting. Your father never met Bruce Lee, who died in 1973. A lot of people compare your father to Bruce Lee. What’s your opinion on Bruce Lee?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He’s like the Muhammad Ali of karate [martial arts]. I’m going to put it like this: I think it would’ve been a good fight between my father and Bruce Lee. Now, my father and Mike Tyson, my father would’ve kicked his butt. Everybody says Mike Tyson would’ve kicked your father’s butt. I said no. Mike Tyson can’t go the distance. He couldn’t go fifteen rounds. He’s not a boxer; he’s a street fighter. He’s a knockout artist. He can never hold up to my father! Sonny Liston was like a Mike Tyson, an older version of Mike Tyson. He would never be able to beat him. Bruce Lee, on the other hand, that would have been a good fight. They were both young, they were both agile and both took it to the limit with their training. They both were the best at what they did.


Q: Your father is idolized around the globe, just how much of an impact has he had on the world?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: Let me put it this way: if my father was a bomb, he’d be like the Hiroshima bomb. That’s how much impact he had on a lot of people.


Q: He seems to have influenced people from a diverse background.


Muhammad Ali Jr.: He influenced Michael Jackson and he influenced a lot of people. He would meet anybody, he didn’t care who it was. People gave him energy. The love from the people gave him the love from his heart. He loved being around people and he’s a people person. He would never say no to anybody.


Q: What’s the most fascinating or compelling moment you witnessed of your father on TV?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: The most interesting thing I’ve seen was when he lit the torch at the Olympics. I heard there was going to be a guest, a pious person, who would be lighting the torch. And when they said this, the first thing that came to my mind was my father. And sure enough it was my father doing it. I didn’t know who was going to do it, but I looked at it and I thought it’s got to be my father. He’s a living legend, why wouldn’t he light the torch?


Q: Did you have any icons when you were growing up or do you idolize anyone?


Muhammad Ali Jr.: I didn’t really have any idols because I don’t believe in idols; I was born a Muslim. I’m going to put it like this: the only one that caught my eye, as far as my father’s like, the only one I really like who held up to my father is Hulk Hogan. I don’t know why I geared towards wrestling, but I’ve just grown to love wrestling. I’ve been watching wrestling since the WWF. Hulk Hogan, Iron Sheikh, Bret Hart. I still watch WWE. I think it was a good thing [Ali-Inoki fight]. After I saw my father go to the WWF [special guest referee appearance] I always wanted to go. I used to wrestle in my high school.



 RASHEDA ALI


Rasheda Ali and her twin sister Jamillah were born to Ali’s second wife Belinda, two years after their elder sister Maryum and two years before Muhammad Ali Jr. She is a speaker who has worked tirelessly to raise global awareness of Parkinson’s disease and its treatments, a published author and a former talk show host. Here, she reflects on how her relationship with her father changed over the course of their lives together.


Q: Would you say that your father was born to box, was it in his blood?


Rasheda Ali: Yes. I feel that he definitely was a natural in his boxing ability. He started at age twelve. And he immediately took on the challenges that adult males would take on. He boxed for nearly thirty years, which is very unusual nowadays. So I do think he was a natural talent and born to box.


Q: It’s no secret your father had an extrovert personality. How would you describe his personality from a personal perspective?


Rasheda Ali: Well, I think as a boxer my dad was a different person in the ring than he was outside of the ring. As he boxed, he challenged a lot of his opponents. I think a lot of the times he was very brash. He was very confident and he was very sure of himself, cocky and funny – all those things. But in real life he was still confident and very sure of himself. But he wasn’t as cocky in real life, behind closed doors, he’s very humble. And he didn’t make a big fuss about who he was in his real life. A lot of that was show – he had to sell tickets and he had to get people come and see him box. So, naturally, he was more of an actor portraying the role. It was very interesting for reporters to film him. I think that’s why he was very brash and overwhelming in his personality, it was interesting for people to watch. It was part of his makeup and it was a part of his role as a boxer. He was a very interesting character and I think he did a very good job of it.


Q: The media paints a picture of a celebrity in the public eye, but is there anything the media missed as far as Muhammad Ali the real person behind closed doors?


Rasheda Ali: You know, I don’t think so. I think my dad, when he was out in the public as a humanitarian, what you see is what you got. People have indicated that when they’ve met my dad they found him to be very warming, sincere and a sweet person. He was like that all the time, that’s part of his personality, that’s who he is. So, no. I think when the media showed my dad promoting Parkinson’s and helping people through his Muhammad Ali Parkinson’s Center, trying to educate children at the center in Louisville, that’s his personality, that’s who he is.


Q: Rasheda, can you relate to me any intriguing stories pertaining to hanging out with your dad when you were growing up?


Rasheda Ali: Where do I start? He was so fun to be with. My dad was really one of a kind, honestly. I’ve had the honor of meeting so many wonderful people in my life, and I don’t think any of them stand up to my dad. I think he’s just definitely one of those few human beings sent on earth who was sincere. Off the top of my head, I do recall an incident with my dad. We were all hanging out one day, because we visited him every summer when we were kids, and I think we were driving around in California. My dad ran across to a family. I think they had lost their home so they didn’t have a place to stay. My dad brought them home with him and he fed them and he gave them money. It was just really amazing. We were all frightened, of course, because we were thinking, Oh, you don’t know these people. But my dad didn’t have the fear in the world. This poor family needed a shelter and everything my dad had done for them was just wonderful to see. That’s a perfect example of something my dad would do. And really for me it kind of set the stage as one of my heroes for that reason. That’s part of his loving and giving self.


Q: Did you have family gatherings where all your sisters got together with your dad?


Rasheda Ali: It’s unfortunate because we all live all over the place, and my dad has been married four times. We all live in different states. I have sisters in Philadelphia and California. I grew up in Chicago. We’re all over the place so it was very, very rare. Then when we were older and we had our own families, it was even more difficult because our schedules didn’t allow us to all be in one place at once. I will say when my dad opened up his museum in Louisville – which was back in 2005 – I remember all of us were together. Even then we were missing a sibling. But even at that event at the opening of my dad’s museum we still had somebody missing. So it was very difficult for all of us to get together, so we had to make a great effort to come up visit one another. It was a challenge on all of us because we have our own families and we have our own jobs and lives. But we’d make an effort to try to make time to see my dad in later years because it’s important.


Q: As a father, did he ever give you any specific advice?


Rasheda Ali: Sure. My dad did give me a lot of advice and I used to go to him for advice, too. Because he set some really good examples of how he...I think he has something which is really strong about him and his attitude is incredible: how he never complained and he just enjoyed his life. He gave me lots of advice. I’m trying to think of one that stands out. Of course, I was in the television industry, as you know this is very competitive, it’s cut-throat, it’s tough.


And my dad gave me advice about being in that industry. He told me if you like it then go for it. And I think that’s what my dad did his whole life. He did what he really enjoyed doing. He never really settled for a career that he never liked. And I think my dad was blessed in that. He was gifted and he pursued it. But he did tell me if you enjoy it and it makes you happy, go for it. I think that’s really advice that we should all take – we should all be happy in what we’re doing and everything else will follow. So I thought it was pretty good advice.


Q: Obviously, he joined the Nation of Islam but then became a Sunni Muslim and performed Pilgrimage. Did he touch on this subject with you and your sisters?


Rasheda Ali: I think he lived by example. I think at the time when he first joined the Islamic faith, it was an organization which was not orthodox. Obviously, it was more of a sect. You know, it says in the Quran you’re not supposed to break up the sects. I think that was one of the sects of the faith, and I think it was a little distorted. Of course, it wasn’t really true Islam and my dad found that out, of course, when he visited Mecca. And he tried to see real Islam, and real Islam is all about being together. There are all different races in the religion; it’s not just African-Americans.


So, I think he was able to see real Islam when he went to Mecca and hajj, which I think opened his eyes. I think it was really wonderful how he embraced the religion. And he spoke to people about that because a lot of people have a lot of misconceptions. People really don’t realize there are billions of Muslims in the world and they’re from different races, different cultures, different nationalities and different skin colors. I think that’s very important that he was able to come out at the forefront as a very famous American who happened to be a Muslim and share the true beliefs of Islam. It’s about love, harmony and peace and I think my dad was able to do that through example how he lived his life.


Q: When your father retired what path did his life take?


Rasheda Ali: After he retired from boxing, he did dedicate a large percentage of his time to helping fight racism and helping children with obesity issues. He really spent a majority of his time helping other charities and things like that and, of course, Parkinson’s came along and he was diagnosed. His main focus was to create a Parkinson’s Center to help people who have Parkinson’s, and help them get proper diagnoses and programs to help them improve quality of life for families dealing with Parkinson’s.


So he really went out and he became more or less a world ambassador of peace. He traveled all over the globe helping certain organizations in their causes. So he became from a boxer to an instant humanitarian. I think that’s how he spent most of his time: helping organizations and their causes. I think, like I said, he transformed from this incredible boxer, from his incredible skills into a very warm, really peaceful human being. And my dad really did enjoy his life. He had a lot of fun and he was a giving person and he never stopped. That’s part of his makeup and he enjoyed it, he really did.



HANA ALI


Hana Ali is the youngest of Ali’s children, born to his third wife, Veronica Porche, just before they married. When her father and mother moved to Los Angeles in 1979 Ali’s boxing career was coming to an end, and as a result Ali spent more time with Hana and his other young children, strengthening the bond between them. Later, Hana would move to live with her father in Michigan in 2001 and stayed for just under six years, until the two were almost inseparable.


Q: Hana, when you were living in Los Angeles with your father, can you divulge any stories pertaining to celebrities visiting your home to see your dad?


Hana Ali: My dad didn’t sit around talking about celebrities when he was with family. He wasn’t the kind of person who would tell us stories about celebrities. I was too young to understand. The only one I did was Michael Jackson. When my dad first met Clint Eastwood they were on the same TV talk show together in 1969. And in the greenroom he said to him, “Clint, Clint, do me a favor. Walk across the room and turn around real fast and draw your gun and say, ‘You’ve got four days to get out of town.’” He did it for him. It was funny. My father didn’t consciously try to separate his professional work from family or social life. He didn’t sit down and think he needs to keep it separate, it just wasn’t important for him in that regard to talk to us about celebrities. He talked about spiritual enlightenment instead.


Travolta would come over to our house a lot and he would also go to my dad’s training camp in Deer Lake. At the time, my sister Laila and I didn’t really understand who John Travolta was because we were way too young. We hadn’t watched his movies such as Saturday Night Fever. My dad would say to me, “Hey, Hana, do you know who this is? He’s a big movie star. He’s a greater dancer!” John would dance at the house. My father would say, “Dance, John!” John would dance and my father would egg him on saying, “Come on, John, that’s right. Come here, Veronica. Go, John, dance!” He got a kick out of that. He would show my father how to dance. John would tease my dad saying, “Man, you have two left feet.” Dad would say, “I only dance in the ring.” Everybody thought it was strange that my father couldn’t dance because he was so graceful and elegant in the ring. He had no rhythm for it outside the ring, though. Instead, he liked others dancing.


Hollywood actor Kris Kristofferson’s daughter would come with her father and we would play. And an actor that played in films, he had his daughter – I can’t remember the names now – come too. I’d take her shoes off and we would play. She was about five years older than me. I remember she had high heels little girls wear and I would try wearing them and never take them off and go to the mirror to check because I loved those shoes so much. Hollywood directors sometimes had kids they’d bring over.


Q: Your father, of course, became a world figure who seemed to endear himself to the political fraternity?


Hana Ali: My father was such a world figure that they admired and respected him. He was able to open up the doors to communication for America when they couldn’t get things done. Anywhere he went he could make it easier for the American government. Jimmy Carter sometimes was relying on my father. OK, not relying but would call my father who would offer help. Jimmy Carter could make decisions from information presented to him. Sometimes things turned out good, while other times things didn’t turn out too good. It made him conscious of doing things because being a famous world figure his mere presence could condone something that was going on. So he was careful of where he went and what he did. He didn’t want to give the wrong impression of being somewhere by supporting a nation where injustice was happening to people.


Q: What made your father different to all the other famous faces, and continues to do so?


Hana Ali: Everything was looked upon from a spiritual standpoint. He was so humble considering he was this mammoth figure. He never lost that humility. He would call random strangers on Christmas Day to wish them a happy Christmas. A lot of celebrities want to get famous, have all that money and accolades but they’re not people person. But my dad was. My father enjoyed being with normal people; he didn’t try to hide. He would walk in alley ways, ghettos and mingle. He gave access. Even regular everyday people don’t do that. It was easier for a homeless man to see him than the president. He’d make an appointment with a president but a homeless man could walk right up to our house and my father would tell him to come inside.


Q: What can you tell me about behind the scenes personal family get-togethers with your dad at his home?


Hana Ali: The birthday that comes to mind, the more prominent one, was his last birthday six months before he passed away. It was such a blessing because eight of his nine children were there, and his grandchildren were there. He got to do huge magic tricks. He regaled us with his tricks all through our childhood. Even though all my father’s kids stick to the birthdays over the years, we never really got all together because of our responsibilities such as jobs and kids. However, that night we all came together after quite some time in Scottsdale. Lonnie hired a magician so he did a show. We were all sitting around clapping. My father tucked into his favorite candy bars and butter fingers. His eyes were open wide and he looked happy. So the year before I spent it with his kids also.


Q: Lastly, is there anything that is often misunderstood about your dad?


Hana Ali: He didn’t have bodyguards. The bodyguards that you read about were not in the form of stopping people from meeting him. He had these naturally in case something happened because some places there were big crowds such as at the fights to protect the wife. He never used them for himself. He never had a bodyguard in the traditional sense. In his later years he never kept them around.



MARYUM ALI


Born and raised in Chicago, Maryum Ali – better known as ‘May May’ – is the eldest of Muhammad Ali’s children. She has appeared in several documentaries produced charting the life and career of her famous father, and in 2016 went undercover as an inmate in an Indiana jail for A&E documentary 60 Days In. Currently, she lives in Los Angeles and is a public speaker as well as working in youth development.


Q: Can you share some memories when you and your siblings used to visit your dad at his Los Angeles mansion in the early 1980s?


Maryum Ali: My father was a practical joker. He lived in a big house so it had long dark hallways. He loved scaring us. He got a kick out of that. He would wait in the dark hallways and we would walk down and he’d scare us. He’d just laugh. He loved playing practical jokes and he was a very fun-loving person. He liked to play with his kids a lot. A lot of parents don’t do that. So, that’s some fun stuff he’d do. He would laugh so hard then we’d all start laughing with him. You see, my father was a regular person. People make him like he’s so different. What does any family do? You go eat out together, go events together. If he had events he’d take us with him. We hung out and watched TV at the house. We went swimming in the back yard swimming pool. We did all the regular common day stuff that a family would do. People are so much idol worshipers, celebrity worshipers and they always think he’s something different, but he was just a regular person. He’d do whatever anybody would do from going to get ice cream to praying together.


Q: What is one of the most thought-provoking conversations you ever had with your dad?


Maryum Ali: Thought-provoking conversation would be how we talked about God a lot. You don’t realize how serious he was about that. He wanted his kids to be God-conscious. He wanted us to know that our real purpose is to be in eternal heaven, paradise – all Muslims believe in. He would always talk to us about how this life was a testing ground. That would be the most thought-provoking thing. Materialistic things, all the fame, money, that’s just nothing, he told us. Are you going to help people with it? So, everything you’re doing in this world should be to please God. And it was those lessons of him reiterating the importance of our true purpose on earth that leads to a peaceful happy person. That’s the stuff you should be grounded in. He taught us those kinds of lessons and he said, “Always value your religion, your faith and never believe that you’re better because you’re Ali’s daughter.” He said to us, “Your name Ali doesn’t mean anything. How you treat people means something. Not your last name, not my boxing career.” So, that’s the most important thing he tried to teach his kids.


Q: In terms of guiding you and your siblings as far as career or education is concerned, did he gravitate toward anything particular?


Maryum Ali: No, he didn’t gravitate toward anything like that. He wanted us to do what we wanted to do. He felt whatever we thought was our career purpose then we should follow it. He didn’t say you should be a doctor, or you should be this. He didn’t believe in doing that. No one had told him what to do. Everybody has a skill or talent. So it’s up to you to find that. He didn’t try to guide us to anything, or press us. He did want us to get an education and finish college. So that was important. He wanted us to do that. He did want us to be educated and take care of ourselves, but he never tried to force us into any career. That was for us to decide on our own.


Q: Can you talk about any celebrities visiting your dad when you were present?


Maryum Ali: Lots of celebrities would come to his house in LA. He was such a practical joker we sometimes didn’t believe what he said to us. Once he walked up the stairs at the LA home and he said to me Clint Eastwood is downstairs. I didn’t believe him, I said, “Oh, you’re lying. You’re not telling the truth. There’s no Clint Eastwood downstairs.” I said, “Whatever.” He said, “You better come downstairs with your clothes on.” I had pajamas on. I said, “Yeah, right. It’s one of your jokes.” Anyway, I go downstairs with my pajamas and my hair all messy and Clint Eastwood is sitting there. I’m like, “Ahhh!” and I ran back upstairs. My father started laughing. While I was running upstairs to get dressed, I overheard him say, “I told her you were down here, but she wouldn’t believe me. I joke with them all the time. She came down with her pajamas with her hair messed up, now she’s running back upstairs.” It was so funny. I was like, Oh, my God! He would tease us all the time. He would say, “Michael Jackson is downstairs.” And Michael Jackson would not be downstairs and we’d all come running downstairs but there’s no Michael Jackson. This time he said, “Clint Eastwood is down.” I told him, “You’re trying to fool us again.” I was so embarrassed. I have a picture of me with Clint that was taken after I came down again. I was like, “Oh, my, God, he’s really here.” People would always come over visit him.


Q: Did you pursue a rap career in the 80s and what type of music did your father discuss with you?


Maryum Ali: My father loved Doo Wop, which was in the 1950s and 60s. He loved the music that he grew up on. He also liked the Supremes with Diana Ross and he liked Sam Cooke. I think probably his favorite music acts – which I personally think – were Little Richard, Chubby Checker and James Brown. But when he would see Little Richard, he’d get excited. Every time when we saw Little Richard in person or an event, my father would say, “Little Richard! That’s Little Richard!” He acted like a fan. I’m looking at my dad and thinking, “Oh, my God. I’ve never seen you act like that. People treat you like this.” He loved Little Richard, he grew up listening to him. Chubby Checker too. “Oh, there’s Chubby Checker! There’s Chubby Checker!” he’d say excitedly. He liked the old school music he listened to.


Q: Your father visited Iraq to free hostages, what can you remember?


Maryum Ali: He always wanted to use his fame and notoriety to help people. He understood the importance of that. He wanted to use it for something. I think when he went over there Saddam Hussein wasn’t responding to him at all. But my dad was so kind to the people there and he ran out of his Parkinson’s medication and couldn’t talk much. Saddam respected him. He respected how kind he was with the people. My father was being patient waiting for Saddam’s response. And I do believe that the way my father carried himself, his humility with the people there made Saddam release those hostages. Because initially it didn’t seem like it was going well, but my father was a very pious person who wanted to do things in a soft way, it wasn’t pushy. He didn’t go in there pushy. Of course the United States government didn’t want him over there, but he’s his own man. That’s not the first time he went up against the United States government. He was his own man and he felt, “If I can help if American lives are important, then I will. Bush is telling me that I’m playing in the hands of Saddam.” My father was right. He didn’t play in the hands Saddam. He was connecting with real people. These people, the freed hostages, thanked him but he said you don’t need to thank me, God works through me. So he didn’t want to take the credit for it. So, it wasn’t like he was paid to do it. He was dealing with Parkinson’s and it was hard. He just wanted to help save lives. There are not a lot of people like that nowadays, that’s why a lot of people are fascinated by my father. My father would say, “Don’t be fascinated by me. Turn to your creator and be what your creator wants you to be like. When you do that, you’ll be like me. You don’t have to be obsessed with me as a person. Try to be a great person in your own right. It doesn’t mean you have to be famous. Just do right in your own circle, in your own family and your own community and help people. You don’t need a lot of money, millions of dollars or be a big celebrity to do what you’re supposed to be doing in your own community.” That’s what he used to say.


Q: You got to meet President Obama, a man who admired your father?


Maryum Ali: We met him after my dad passed away. It was at the White House where they had an Islamic event. Me and some of my siblings and my stepmom went. He said to us that he admired our father. Our sister Rasheda gave Obama some Ali cufflinks, but the official present said, “You can’t give the President any gifts. It’s against the rules.” Valerie Jarrett, his advisor, said, “No, no, no!” But Obama accepted them from my sister Rasheda. He was very nice and he said how much he loved my father. He had met him when he was a Senator and later again at the Inauguration, and at the Ali Center. I went to the second Inauguration but as a regular person, not as a guest. It’s a blessing that people like these admire my dad.


Q: You spoke on the podium at your father’s funeral. What can you share with me in terms of your personal feelings and thoughts at the time?


Maryum Ali: I write poetry like my father. I love poetry. I write when I’m inspired. So I wanted to write a poem about what he was like as a father and what he taught us, mostly girls, he has two boys. I wanted to share some of the messages he wanted for his daughters – having self-respect, and not allowing anyone to demean you or disrespect you as a woman. That was very important to him. I wrote about that in the poem. I thought about putting some of the highlights and strong messages I got from him. It was easier to do this in poetry form. I actually wrote that poem on the way to the funeral as I was so busy with all the family members and cousins in Louisville. I wanted to make sure they were all taken care of. It was a big stable of people, so I wanted to make sure all our family members were waiting outside in a line. So I was so busy working on that list I didn’t have time to write the poem till I got on the plane. I write poetry pretty fast when I’m inspired. It was a tribute to him.


Q: Any last words on Muhammad Ali, your father who has endeared himself to people from all walks of life beyond the confines of the sporting fraternity?


Maryum Ali: I think anyone who loves Muhammad Ali a lot wants to be like him. I just say he was the way he was because he was always trying to seek what God wanted him to do. He wasn’t a perfect person of course. I think whatever religion you are, tap into your spiritual self as much as possible, especially if it’s prayer time. And tap into that and exercise that muscle. That’s what Muhammad Ali was. And if you admire him, that’s what you should learn from him the most.












TWO


THE JOURNALISTS


Two days after his first fight with Liston in 1964, Ali revealed at a press conference that he had joined the Nation of Islam, which was arguably the most feared and reviled organization in America at the time. The press vilified him, even though by that point he’d been selling their papers for years – first as the brash young Olympic champion, then as the cocky loudmouth who had no hope of beating the taciturn champion, and even, for a day or so, as the new champ who told them all to eat their words. It was another remarkable moment for a man whose relationship to the world was, in a large part, defined by his press.


Given the fact Ali became the most famous face in the country, it’s perhaps surprising that he was also one of the most accessible athletes for anyone asking for his time. He would talk to reporters for hours, spending far longer than scheduled at press conferences, but also granting access to the gym or inviting them to his home. According to Bobby Goodman, who worked with Ali as a PR man for many years, Ali would do more than anyone – fighter, promoter or otherwise – to promote and publicize his fights. And while high-profile stars can often, understandably, be reserved and distant Ali’s relationship with the media was, by and large, excellent.


This open-door policy approach continued even after the champ retired. Moreover, he treated everyone the same regardless of how big and well known their media outlet was. Ali’s worldwide fame can be attributed to many things: his in-ring exploits, his unique personality and the controversy that followed his political pronouncements, but sportswriters and journalists played a pivotal role in shaping the myth of his life. Some of the most insightful came from the strangest places.


Ali was also unafraid to use the press for his own ends. In his official statement refusing induction into the armed forces in 1967, he proclaimed: “I strongly object to the fact that so many newspapers have given the American public and the whole world the impression that I have only two alternatives in taking this stand: either I go to jail or go to the army. There is another alternative and that alternative is justice. If justice prevails, if my constitutional rights are upheld, I will be forced to go neither to the army nor jail. In the end, I am confident that justice will come my way for the truth must eventually prevail.” At the time, few were predicting that the anti-war movement would gain the momentum it did, which would ultimately change the public’s views on the war. Ali was one of the pioneers of the movement: after he became eligible for the draft, Ali made his feelings clear to a reporter, saying, “Boxing is nothing, just satisfying to some bloodthirsty people. I am no longer Cassius Clay, a Negro from Kentucky. I belong to the world, the black world. I will always have a home in Pakistan, in Algeria, in Ethiopia. This is more than money.” It was one of many occasions when history would prove him right.


At other times, Ali’s exploits outside the ring were just as enthralling as they were inside: his understanding of how to hype a fight by trash-talking and taunting his adversaries in front of the media and the public was ahead of its time. His idioms and quips captivated people’s attention. It drew the media in giving them something riveting to write about even when the outcome of his fights was in little doubt, making memorable figures from also-ran opponents. He showed an early flair for pre-fight poetry, which he would recite to the assembled press-men’s delight – a skill he developed over the years. In press conferences, he exuded confidence and he was charming.


The media’s interest in Ali, of course, went far beyond his fighting prowess. In the 1970s, when one interviewer asked Ali in front of a TV audience what attracted him to the Muslim faith, Ali offered a philosophical answer:


“The truth – I can’t say how good I am, and no true Muslim will brag or even will take a chance on saying he’s good, he’s halfway good. It’s up to Allah, God, to be the judge. So I’m not going to say one thing about how good I am because I don’t know. You never get good enough. I’m always trying to be right. And you asked me another question: why did I change? Because I was raised a Baptist, and after touring the world I found out (there are) over 600 million Muslims on the planet, and all religions are good. I wrote something once, it said: Rivers, lakes and streams, they all have different names but they all contain water. So does religion have different names and they all pertain to guidance and truths, only expressed in different ways . . . what Jesus taught was good; what Moses taught was right... what Isaiah, Luke, Noah. God always sent Prophets to different people at different times with messages for those people, and people have decided to choose those Prophets as their leader.”


It’s no secret that Ali felt strongly about his heritage – he was proud to be black. On another occasion when a TV reporter asked him what attracted him to Islam, he exclaimed, “The teachings of Honorable Elijah Muhammad. On how black people have been brainwashed, how they had been taught to love white and hate black. How we’ve been robbed of our names. We were robbed of our culture. We were robbed of our true history. So it left us as a walking dead man. So when you’ve got black people in an all-white country – and they don’t know nothing about themselves, they don’t speak their language – they’re just mentally dead.” Journalists often tried to challenge him on his staunch views. Another time when Ali was interviewed on Michael Parkinson’s chat show in the United Kingdom, Ali launched into an extraordinary tirade when the host mildly challenged him on the nature of his religious beliefs. Despite his outspokenness, though, by and large, Ali had a good relationship with the reporters and interviewers.


Probably the most famous broadcaster to follow Ali’s career was Howard Cosell, who died in 1995, but dozens of other journalists spent enough time with The Greatest to cultivate a relationship with him and get an insight into the man himself. In the following conversations with the journalists and photographers who were closely associated with Ali, they share their memories.



ROBERT LIPSYTE


Robert Lipsyte was born in New York and worked for The New York Times, becoming an award-winning sportswriter who followed Ali’s career from its early stages, becoming one of the first to accept the champ’s controversial political stances. He is the author of many books, including the 1978 Free to Be Muhammad Ali. Lipsyte’s indepth insights are the result of his close working relationship with Ali, whom he interviewed countless times during his career.


Q: When Muhammad Ali, back then known as Cassius Clay, won a gold medal at the Rome Olympics in 1960, did you cover this story?


Robert Lipsyte: I was just starting off my career as a young reporter at the time. I must say, he was a great story for us, but we did not take him seriously. He won the light-heavyweight championship, as you know. And I think the understanding was that at the time the Cold War was going on and the thing that excited most people about Cassius Clay was when a Russian reporter had asked him about conditions in America, in particular the oppression of black people, Clay snapped back. He said something clever along the lines of: at least in our country they don’t live in dirt shacks the way they do in your country – something to that effect. I forget the exact words now. He immediately became, and this is very ironic for later on, a minor political hero. But when he came back to America, he turned professional and he was still not taken seriously. He really did not beat anybody of note convincingly until he beat Liston.


Q: What was it like for him to grow up in the United States, a country where segregation was rife, before he went to the Olympics?


Robert Lipsyte: He grew up in Louisville, Kentucky, which is a place of great white wealth. It’s kind of the heart of horse country, known for horseracing in that area. The most celebrated horserace, the Kentucky Derby, is raced in Louisville. At the same time, it was totally segregated so he came out of a totally separated environment. He went to a totally separated grammar and high school. After the Olympics, as the story goes, he still could not be served in restaurants. He was known as the ‘Olympic Nigger’. His first contract was owned by a group called the Louisville Sponsoring Group, which was a group of some of the richest white men in the area. I think there was a general feeling that he was very lucky to have that kind of sponsorship, rather than organized crime and whoever was sponsoring boxers in those days. But I think in many ways they looked at him and treated him as if he was a prize racehorse.
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