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PROLOGUE



THE TRUTH




Cassius [Clay] is in a better position than anyone else to restore a sense of racial pride to not only our people in this country, but all over the world.


—Malcolm X, 1964




On February 25, 1964, Malcolm X knocked on a dressing room door in Miami. He eased into the tense room, exuding cool confidence on a night when his nervous young friend, a contender preparing for the biggest fight of his life, needed him more than ever. That night, Muhammad Ali thought about his opponent, the heavyweight champion of the world, Sonny Liston. Still known at the time by his given name, Cassius Clay, the handsome, charismatic braggart proudly boasted that he was the greatest boxer in the world. In the days leading up to the match, he had repeatedly taunted Sonny. He even predicted that he would knock out Sonny in the eighth round. But deep down, Cassius felt nervous because Sonny was one of the greatest heavyweight champions in history. Big and vicious, Sonny had injured many of his opponents, taking down some of the finest boxers in the world. Virtually no one, except Malcolm X and Cassius’s younger brother, Rudy, believed he could survive the match. Almost every reporter covering the fight believed that Cassius Clay would need a miracle to save him from Sonny Liston’s wrath.


Not many boxing fans worried about Cassius Clay’s impending doom. He was far from popular, and hardly anyone considered him the next great sports hero. His “I am the greatest” routine had soured on everyone, after one too many proclamations. He was considered a poor sportsman for belittling opponents, insulting sportswriters, and praising himself.


Making matters worse in the eyes of the press and the public, Cassius had invited Malcolm X to Miami. A minister in the Nation of Islam, Malcolm was known as the spokesman for the “Black Muslims,” a religious group that followed the teachings of their leader, Elijah Muhammad. As Black Nationalists, Malcolm and Elijah preached that the Nation of Islam should form a separate state exclusively for Black people and live independently from white Americans. The Nation of Islam did not support racial integration because the members knew all too well the long history of white supremacists attacking Black citizens. Integrating into society with white people, Malcolm thought, would only invite further acts of violence against them. There could be no peace between Black people and white people. Therefore, Malcolm believed, the races must separate. He said:




If all of the token integration which you see in the South, and it’s only tokenism, has caused the bloodshed that it has, what do you think white people, both North and South, will do on the basis of real integration?





Malcolm’s controversial views about race relations and his presence in Cassius Clay’s dressing room raised all sorts of political questions about the contender. Sportswriters suspected that Cassius had joined the Nation of Islam, and many feared that Black Nationalists would use Cassius to spread a dangerous message if he won the heavyweight championship. They saw Malcolm smiling at Cassius and whispering in his ear. They noticed how Cassius had adopted Malcolm’s words, assumed his delivery, and embraced his regal body language. In some ways, Cassius had become a clone of his older mentor. Malcolm X was like the big brother he never had.


Soon reporters asked the obvious question: Cassius, are you a Black Muslim? The boxer didn’t confirm that he had joined the Nation, but he certainly did not deny it. He spoke warmly about the Nation of Islam and affirmed that Malcolm X was his dear friend.


Since their first meeting in Detroit in 1962, Cassius and Malcolm had formed a brotherhood. In many ways, they seemed destined to grow close. Both men thrived being center stage, surrounded by an audience, whether at Malcolm’s pulpit or in Cassius’s ring. Neither one could resist a platform, an interview, or a debate. Both enjoyed sparring with words and manipulating the fears of opponents with sensational language. They were both fighters.


Before Cassius became Muhammad Ali, Malcolm saw something special in the young boxer that few others did. He recognized Cassius’s intelligence and his unique ability to communicate with people. “Not many people know the quality of the mind he’s got in there,” the minister told a reporter shortly before Cassius’s fight with Liston. Like Malcolm, Cassius was completely self-assured, defiant, and proud to be Black. He carried himself with confidence, boldly professing his own greatness with the same assertiveness that Malcolm used to denounce the crimes of white men.


Studying Cassius’s interactions with reporters, and the way he captivated audiences with his performances, Malcolm realized that the contender could become something more than an athlete; he could be a voice for Black Power. If Cassius won the heavyweight crown, he would have the kind of far-reaching platform and influence that could unify Black people behind a political movement for freedom. But first Cassius would have to get over his own fears and beat Sonny Liston.


That’s where Malcolm came in. Meeting in Cassius’s dressing room before the fight, he reminded Cassius that Allah would protect him in the ring. Then, moments before the fight began that fateful February night, Malcolm X, Cassius Clay, and Rudy Clay faced east toward Mecca, Saudi Arabia—the Muslims’ holy city—and bowed and prayed. They praised Allah and blessed his name. Afterward, Malcolm repeated a variation of what he had been saying since arriving in Miami. It was more prophecy than pep talk. He said:




This fight is the truth. It’s the Cross and the Crescent fighting in a prize ring—for the first time. It’s a modern Crusades—a Christian and a Muslim facing each other with television to beam it off Telstar for the whole world to see what happens! Do you think Allah has brought about all this intending for you to leave the ring as anything but the champion?





That moment was just the beginning of Cassius Clay’s transformation into Muhammad Ali. Over the course of his relationship with Malcolm, the young boxer traveled across the country, visiting the Nation of Islam’s mosques, maturing into a man influenced by the discontent in Black America and a movement that gave him an identity—a sense of self and racial pride. When the two men were together, especially in Miami and New York, Malcolm educated him about history, politics, and the wicked ways of the white man. Cassius Clay had long been a searcher, seeking answers to questions about the meaning of his life. Malcolm offered him a compass, a sense of direction in a chaotic world. The minister emboldened him to speak his mind and assert his freedom—to be himself, to be unapologetically Black. Malcolm’s message empowered Cassius Clay to believe that he truly was the greatest.


Muhammad Ali and Malcolm X is the story of how Ali became the heavyweight champion, and the role Malcolm X played in his life as they both shook up the world. It’s a tale of friendship and brotherhood, love and deep affection. It is also the story of deceit, betrayal, and violence—inside and outside the ring—during a climactic period of the fight for civil rights in America.
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CHAPTER ONE



WHO WAS CASSIUS CLAY?




I’m gonna be the next heavyweight champion of the world.


—Cassius Clay




Looking out the window of a segregated train car in December 1960, Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. was headed from Louisville, Kentucky, to Miami, Florida. As the train traveled farther south, he saw miles of cotton and Confederate flags, a symbol of pride for white southerners and racism for Black people across the country. The South was ruled by the cotton industry and segregation laws that separated white and Black people.


Cassius was used to second-class treatment in America—after all, he’d grown up in segregated Kentucky—but as an Olympic medalist abroad in Rome, Cassius had experienced a freedom that he never had before. As a member of the United States Olympic team in 1960, he was a part of history. More specifically, he belonged to an elite group of Black American athletes who defied the odds and broke racial barriers. Decathlete Rafer Johnson, basketball star Oscar Robertson, track star Wilma Rudolph, and boxer Cassius Clay were the best in their sports. They dominated the Olympic games, breaking record after record, dazzling the world with their grace and talent as they led their teams and carried the American flag in the opening ceremonies. These Black heroes received the royal treatment. Italy was thousands of miles away from the segregated life they had experienced growing up in the United States. Returning home as champions, they were still treated as second-class citizens. Cassius quickly learned that he lived in two worlds: one where he was celebrated for being a good athlete, and one where he was dismissed based on the color of his skin.


At just eighteen years old, Cassius Clay arrived in Miami carrying two things: a beat-up suitcase and a big dream. At first glance, you’d assume the young man was a model. He was tall and slender, with a smooth baby face. But Cassius was a professional fighter. He had not only earned a gold medal in the Rome Olympics but also dazzled the press and fellow athletes with his charm and good looks. Now he set his sights on winning over the American boxing community, which was not a very welcoming group. Cassius would have to fight his way to the top. He recognized that Miami was just the first round.


Even though he had been treated like royalty in Rome, Cassius knew that in the Deep South, segregation defined nearly every facet of social life. Still, he held out hope. It didn’t matter if people laughed or doubted him—the boxer had faith in himself. He thought becoming the best would make him rich and give him access to freedoms that Black Americans didn’t have. He sensed he was destined to leave a mark on the world.


Cassius had moved to Miami to learn from some of the best trainers and boxers in the business at the 5th Street Gym. He didn’t have any friends in this new town, which made it easy for him to get into a rhythm: Train. Dream. Sleep. Repeat. Each morning, Cassius jogged from his home in the Black section of town to the gym near the beach—the white section of town. He typically wore old blue jeans and worn-out combat boots. Cassius would talk to himself and shadowbox as he revved up for a full day of training.


Now, you may not think much of seeing someone running and talking to themself. You may even do this with your AirPods or headphones on. But this was 1960: A Black man in the South running around punching the air was bound to draw attention. And one day it did. A white police officer stopped Cassius, assuming he was up to no good. In response to the policeman’s questioning, Cassius calmly shared his name and where he was going. The officer didn’t believe him. Cassius even mentioned he was an Olympic gold medalist. Surely the officer would recognize the kid who had represented America on the world stage. The officer frowned. He was still suspicious. Cassius needed a white person to verify his testimony. Otherwise, he could be in big trouble.


Cassius must have feared the worst. He had grown up hearing stories about Black people who disappeared, were beaten, or were killed. His father, Cassius Clay Sr., told him about racist cops who had falsely arrested and brutalized Black folks. He warned Cassius and his brother, Rudy, about the many dangers outside their home: Don’t go into white people’s stores. Don’t leave our neighborhood. And don’t get arrested. In the 1950s, it was dangerous being a Black person. Mr. Clay was trying to protect his sons knowing there was little he could do if a white person, especially an officer, made accusations against them. He understood that if young Cassius or Rudy got arrested, they would be on their own. That nightmare scared him and many other Black parents, too.


Mr. Clay’s haunting stories often emphasized brutality against Black people and how white supremacists were never punished for their crimes. For example, just a few years earlier, in 1955, a boy named Emmett Till was brutally murdered by racists in Mississippi for allegedly whistling at a white woman in a grocery market. In the Deep South, where the Ku Klux Klan reigned, Till’s killers, two white men named Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam, were found not guilty by a jury of white men. It did not matter that there was enough evidence to convict them of murder. All that mattered to the jury was that Bryant and Milam were white men, and that meant that they would not be punished for killing a Black child. The story of Emmett Till left an impression on young Cassius. It was a reminder that there was no justice for Black people and that he could not trust the law to protect him. When he was a boy, Cassius would lie in bed at night and cry at the thought.


So, when he began training as a teenager in Miami, he knew all too well that there was little he could do to stop an aggressive white cop from harassing him. Fortunately for Cassius, when this happened, the officer called his trainer, Angelo Dundee. Cassius watched the policeman relax as Dundee confirmed he was one of his boxers: “That’s Cassius Clay.” The officer had never heard of him. In fact, he didn’t really care. It reminded Cassius that being an Olympic athlete meant nothing here. In the South, he was just another Black man. This painful encounter became a powerful motivator. How could Cassius achieve international fame and still be treated like a second-class citizen? He wanted respect. He wanted everyone to know his name.


Cassius worked harder in the gym. He thought that becoming a heavyweight champion was the key to getting respect in America. He quickly made a name for himself in Dundee’s gym, but it wasn’t the name you’d expect. Many of the other boxers began calling him “big mouth.” Cassius would taunt and talk to his opponents while he fought. He’d talk about their speed, their skills, or even their looks. If he were judged only by his confidence and ability to trash-talk, Cassius would have risen to the top almost immediately; but his boxing needed work.


At only 182 pounds, Cassius was considered a small heavyweight. Some trainers thought he should gain weight and adopt a heavy-hitting style. Dundee disagreed. After listening to Cassius talk and watching him spar, Dundee told his fighter, “Who you are is Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr., and that’s the man I’m going to teach you to fight like. A guy is never going to get anywhere thinking he’s somebody else.” He appreciated that Cassius did not have to gain weight or mimic anyone else to become a champion—he just needed to work with his best assets: his hand and foot speed and his perception of distance. The trainer saw that Cassius was a different type of fighter, one who needed to feel that his opinion mattered, that he mattered. So, Dundee encouraged him. Dundee made sure to praise the fighter at every opportunity. Instead of barking orders at Cassius, Dundee spent time talking to him. He treated him like an equal—something Cassius appreciated. “I didn’t train him,” Dundee recalled. “I advised him.”


With Dundee’s support, Cassius spent hours at the gym, sweating in the run-down, smelly, termite-infested space. He didn’t care about the state of the facility; he was focused on making moves. But every day, as he traveled to and from the gym, Cassius was reminded that, outside the ring, he was just another Black face. While he may have worked with people from all over the world, he could live only in segregated Black neighborhoods. He would walk or jog home, sharing a friendly smile or a quick hello with his neighbors. Cassius lived at the Charles Hotel in the segregated part of Miami called Overtown. The small hotel was poorly maintained, with no air-conditioning in the sweltering Miami heat. To make matters worse, lots of threatening folks hung out right outside the hotel at night. Cassius didn’t dare try to make new friends. Any little altercation might ruin his dream. He couldn’t take the chance. So, he just stayed in his room. For months, Cassius kept to himself. Far away from home at just nineteen years old, Cassius was lonely.


Dundee’s 5th Street Gym was not your ordinary boxing gym. It wasn’t fancy, but it was a place where talented fighters pursued their dreams of becoming champions. Many of the fighters came from Cuba, where Premier Fidel Castro had recently outlawed professional boxing. There were English- and Spanish-speaking boxers, all with a common goal. Many had escaped poverty and even political persecution for a chance to become the best. Each athlete felt that making it to the big leagues was the ticket to respect. On 5th Street, everyone was equal. Everyone had a fighting chance.


Dundee’s boxers were headed to big-time matches on a weekly basis. Several of the men he trained won championships. From lightweight to heavyweight titleholders, Dundee worked with the greatest boxers. And Cassius was at the center of all the action. Despite already being an Olympic gold medalist, he was just starting to make a name for himself in the competitive world of boxing. He fought new adversaries whenever he could and often received small payments after each win. His ego and energy filled every gym he entered. Soon, Cassius became known for his skills instead of his big mouth. News spread that a baby-faced kid from Kentucky had a cutting right hand. Dundee’s training strategy was working. Sports reporters wanted to see the fast-moving, trash-talking star. And just as he did in Rome, Cassius seduced them with his charisma. He had his eyes on a big prize. He told everyone who’d listen that he was going to break the record for the youngest heavyweight champion of all time. Instead of laughing him off, people began to listen. Cassius clearly had a chance, but Dundee remained cautious. He knew that any misstep could not only hurt Cassius’s career but also wound his self-esteem.


In February 1961, Cassius finally got his big break when a former world champion, Ingemar Johansson, arrived in Miami for a fight. Johansson was preparing to take on Floyd Patterson, the current titleholder and youngest heavyweight champion in history. He needed a sparring partner who could keep up with him. Guess who they picked? Cassius Clay.


This was Cassius’s time to shine. Cassius kept chanting, “I’ll go dancin’ with Johansson.” Sparring matches aren’t usually large-crowd events, but Cassius was moving up in the ranks and people were eager to watch him work. Two thousand spectators sat in the crowd, ready to see what he could do.


With reporters and fans watching, Cassius almost felt as if he were back at the Olympics. He felt free. He felt respected. He felt he could beat Johansson—and he was right. Cassius danced around the ring as if he had wings, moving in circles, confusing his opponent. Ingemar Johansson was no amateur, but he wasn’t very quick or good with his feet. Cassius hit him with light jabs, taunting him all the while by saying he didn’t deserve to fight Patterson. Cassius’s energy—along with his barbs—frustrated the boxer. Cassius dominated Johansson, forcing an abrupt ending to the fight after just two rounds. No one wanted a rookie to further embarrass the boxing star.


Cassius’s dreams were coming true, but he couldn’t avoid the world outside the gym. He moved to a better part of Miami but was still not allowed in certain hotels or on the beaches because of the color of his skin. And despite his rising fame, he continued to face racism. During a magazine interview with Sports Illustrated, Cassius and the photographer went shopping at a local store. The photographer took pictures of Cassius looking at clothes. As soon as a white employee saw him touching the merchandise, he told Cassius that Black people were not allowed to try on clothes. Back then, some white people thought that Black people were dirty. They would never buy clothes that a Black person had touched or tried on.


Cassius left the store immediately. He thought about living in two worlds again. The boxing ring was a world where he felt respected, but none of that mattered to people who couldn’t see past his skin color.


In the late spring of 1961, Cassius moved into one of Miami’s “Black hotels,” the Sir John Hotel, which regularly welcomed celebrities such as Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, and Duke Ellington. Black stars had to stay there because Black people could not enter the city’s finest hotels unless they were cooks, servants, or bellhops. Not even Joe Louis, America’s most celebrated fighter as the heavyweight champion of the 1930s and 1940s, could check into the segregated luxury hotels on Miami Beach.


Cassius’s new home was centrally located, near theaters and other entertainment. Fancier accommodations meant that Cassius was really moving up in his career, but he still enjoyed spending time with regular people. Cassius would go back to the Overtown neighborhood sometimes, where Black community members greeted him and made him feel welcome. Some even recognized him from the newspapers. Overtown’s residents gave Cassius the respect he deserved. But even with adoring fans, Cassius realized he needed more. He was well on his way to accomplishing his dreams, but something critical was missing. He thought about how the Black people back home in Kentucky and right there in Overtown were treated. He remembered traveling through the Deep South, surrounded by Confederate flags. Cassius could not be truly fulfilled until everyone who looked like him felt that same freedom.


One day in Overtown, Cassius crossed paths with a man standing in front of a building called Muhammad’s Temple of Islam. The man waved him over and the two began talking. Cassius Clay introduced himself as he always did, “I’m gonna be the next heavyweight champion of the world.” The stranger, named Sam Saxon, recognized Cassius and had actually been following his success since the Olympics. Cassius immediately connected with Saxon as a potential friend and noticed the newspaper he held was titled Muhammad Speaks.


He had heard about the publication before. In fact, he’d read it. A few years earlier, Cassius and his brother, Rudy, had taken a trip to Atlanta. There, they met a few members of the Nation of Islam—a Black religious group that practiced nontraditional Islam. They claimed to be Muslims, but the Nation of Islam was focused on Black Power. According to their doctrine, the “white man” was bad and could never change. They preached that Black people were the original people and through slavery had been stripped of their authentic names, culture, and language. Cassius had heard this philosophy before, but he was older now and curious. He wanted to know more about what it meant to be a Black man. He longed to feel pride about the color of his skin and to understand Black history. Deep down, who was Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr.?


Cassius began to spend time with Saxon and local members of the Nation of Islam at Miami’s Temple No. 29, the makeshift mosque that housed the Nation’s gatherings. A preacher taught Cassius that his name, his father’s name, and his ancestors’ names had all been chosen by their enslavers. They taught him that he was more powerful than he knew. They introduced him to their leader, the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, who proclaimed himself the Messenger because he believed he was sent from Allah to deliver the truth about the power of the Black race. The Nation of Islam answered Cassius’s questions and encouraged his curiosity. Cassius had called himself “the greatest” before learning about Black history. After a few sessions with members of the Nation, there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that he was, in fact, the greatest.


The more he learned about the Nation, the more he wanted to share the message of Black empowerment with others. Elijah Muhammad taught Cassius that being Black was never a bad thing; it was something to be proud of. He preached that Black people would one day rise up and take over the world, that they would no longer be second-class citizens. It all made sense to Cassius.


Growing up, he’d heard that everything black was bad and everything white was good. He couldn’t understand why the heroic cowboys in movies always rode on white horses. He questioned why everyone on TV, from Santa Claus to Miss America, was white. Elijah Muhammad ingrained in him that Black was powerful, beautiful, and wise. As a young adult, Cassius finally understood that what he’d been taught was wrong. Cassius liked the idea of Black Power and finally getting some respect. Soon, he began faithfully attending the Nation of Islam meetings. He made friends in the organization and no longer felt so lonely in Miami.


Elijah Muhammad’s doctrine was incredibly influential to Cassius: “The Black people in America have for many years been made to feel that they were something of a Divine Curse,” he preached. “You must not think that about yourself anymore.… You are the Most Powerful, the Most Beautiful, and the Wisest.” Cassius began to incorporate some of the Nation’s teachings when he talked with friends or fellow boxers. He mentioned that Black people were a special group, and that their history was the greatest. Cassius even used the Nation’s rhetoric in some interviews but was very careful not to reveal that he had been going to the Nation of Islam temple. Aligning himself publicly with any non-Christian religion could harm his future. He also knew that talking about Black Power and the Nation’s beliefs would make a whole lot of people uncomfortable.


Some of his friends and family were not supportive of this religious calling. Cassius’s mother, Odessa, did not think the Nation of Islam was a good influence on her son. Close friends thought he was inventing tall tales. They told him “all that Black Power talk” was just a fantasy. But Cassius still believed. The teachings offered him a means of hope and survival in segregated America. The Nation of Islam taught Cassius that he was meant for greatness, and that soon things would change for Black people. Cassius needed to hear that.


The boxer began embracing the Nation of Islam, but Elijah Muhammad had doubts about him. Muhammad disapproved of sports, especially boxing, which he associated with gambling, drunkenness, and crime. But the local Muslim ministers believed Cassius was a good man and knew he was serious. In many ways, the Nation’s strict code of behavior mirrored the boxer’s spartan training. Ministers dictated when Cassius prayed, what he ate, and how he spent his leisure time. Angelo Dundee gave Cassius a rigorous routine in boxing, too: He had to be up early in the morning, eat, train, and be in bed—all according to schedule. Being a boxer and a member of the Nation of Islam required hard work, restraint, and proper nutrition, but Cassius valued all the rewards.


He decided he would live in both worlds. It was something he’d done before as an Olympic athlete and a Black man. But this time, he got to choose two spheres where he felt comfortable: Muhammad’s Temple No. 29 and Dundee’s 5th Street Gym. One strengthened him physically, and the other nurtured him spiritually. Cassius was careful to keep his two passions separate. No one could predict what would happen when those worlds collided.
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