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			The three men marched, year by year and fight by fight, across a nation’s time line of deepening shame. It so happened they began their riotous roundelay in the spring of 1971, about when the Pentagon Papers were published, outlining the gross deceptions that kept the United States in the Vietnam War (the death toll reaching forty-five thousand that year), about when Lieutenant Calley was convicted in the murder of civilians there, needless slaughter now the reasonable residue of Americans’ good intentions. And it so happened they completed their furious tournament—bouts of hysteria indeed—in the fall of 1975, about when the United States left ­Saigon, the surrender not nearly as sickening as the terrible waste, helicopters pushed off aircraft carriers to make room for refugees the least of it, that the pullout acknowledged.

			Bookended by dishonor and dysfunction, these three men and their five fights provided an alternate and highly necessary reexamination of certain American qualities, whether they be courage, stamina, or just a wholesome capacity for mischief. A country lurched from one catastrophe to the next, no end in sight, and these characters, in their stubborn insistence upon personal glory, made a case for an upside, an argument for ancient values of righteousness, a reminder of achievement’s availability, a claim to this country’s undeniable right to fun.

			Their arrival together would have been outrageous under any conditions, during any time. For that matter, any one of them might have carried the day—Muhammad Ali, fresh off a political exile, his hands still as quick as his mouth; Joe Frazier, the sharecropper’s son, the heavyweight champion in Ali’s absence, a virtual threshing machine; George Foreman, the huge and thunderous puncher who was promising to make both his elders, and maybe even the sport, obsolete. Each an Olympic gold medal winner, each undefeated, each in his time heavyweight champion of the world. Pick one and he might have dominated boxing, during a period when the game still mattered, galvanized this country for years with his oversized exploits. He might, in other words, have dominated the sports and celebrity culture that was then taking full bloom, all on his own.

			But put them together? Three powerful and contrasting personalities (not to mention boxers), each a proxy for competing belief systems, each a highly visible (if not always willing) symbol for divided constituencies, each a complete variation of our most potent icon—and set them in pursuit of a single prize? The urgency, the sheer desperation of these men, produced a screeching period of ­tumult never before seen, never seen again. The nearly four years they spent in their fabulous entanglement—and even the year that preceded it—were as much commotion and excitement as this country, any one country, could bear.

			And set loose upon the world? As America contracted, these three exploded the borders, crashing into each other around the globe. New York, yes, but also Zaire and Manila and Jamaica. Homicidal dictators were now players, joining an already colorful cast of characters. It was more pageantry than it was boxing, more theater than sports, almost more, really, than we could handle. Thrillas, Rumbles, Fights of the Century—all set pieces in our sports culture, all of them. Some still resonate in ways that go beyond any appreciation for the sport of boxing, that go right to our understanding of manhood. Each of these fights came to stand for some kind of effort, perseverance, defiance, amazement, or maybe foolishness, none of which could be confined to a single country.

			It was an accident of history, these three men converging in a single place during a particular time, their fights giving us an irreproducible pandemonium, just when we needed it most. Their clashes over the heavyweight belt, an irrelevant trinket almost any other time, had an unlikely significance in these otherwise dispiriting years. This country could get nothing right; it was emerging from the convulsive 1960s, racial and generational aftershocks still booming across the nation. Just the year before, in 1970, after National Guardsmen had opened fire on a college campus and, for no real good reason, killed four students, only 11 percent of the country disapproved of their actions. The easy answers of sweeping legislation and reform, the promise of the 1960s, eluded the nation, and it remained so divided that it did not care to stand up even for its children.

			And so as the country careened from one depressing disaster to the next—a president hounded out of office, a military occupation ending in humiliation, the richest people in the world rationing gasoline—Ali, Frazier, and Foreman gave a glimpse of better times to come. Their headlong struggles, life-and-death fights, engaged a troubled nation in ways that could never happen again. At once boxing and burlesque, at once comic and tragic, at once sport and national imperative, their fights offered a strange reassurance that ambition remained possible, that it was not so ridiculous—although not so easy, either—to fight for something better.

			These three men, and their five fights, might have been athletic footnotes in any other age, but in this one they became necessary diversions, required antidotes to toxic times. They became history themselves. A country—well, a world, too—sat ringside and gaped at their effort and determination (and their nonsense, also), and wondered at these new and astounding levels of resolve. This was truly possible? Somebody could get off a stool after that? Somebody could endure this, return for more? Wait, there’s a trilogy in this madness?

			The psychic doldrums, even a prolonged enervation, could not withstand this wild hullabaloo. Political shame, a sense of national retreat, they were no match for shenanigans of this scale. Their frantic competition, so far beyond reckless it became nearly ruinous, bridged social divides and, while it couldn’t heal a nation, did create a common ground. The nation just sat at ringside. It could scarcely believe its eyes.

		

	
		
			1970

		

	
		
			—Chapter 1—

			Rat Bins, Unwashed Punks, and White Owl Cigars

			The exile had been devastating, a public relations catastrophe of course, an athletic interruption of near-tragic consequence, a financial disaster above all else. Things were at last looking up on that last score, a little; student unions were flush with cash these days and happy to pay him as much as $25,000 an appearance, way up from the $1,500 the Muslims negotiated when he first hit the campus trail. In fact, he had motored here in his pink Cadillac, about a block long, and, although he didn’t know it when he accepted the gig, he was about to get an auditorium full of grief for living in a $91,000 house in a Philadelphia suburb, a backward validation of sorts. “Why do I want to live in a rat bin and have a rat bite my child?” he argued, the crowd booing this little comfort. So, no, he didn’t have to live in a rat bin, at least that.

			But even after all this time, three years since they stripped him of his title and since the US government began prosecution for his refusal to serve in Vietnam, or wherever they’d post him, the heavyweight champion of the world, after all, he remained Public Enemy No. 1 most places. Even what little money he could scrounge on these economic and political fringes were totally resented. It was absurd. All he’d done was convert to this little religion, more of a cult really. And change his name, Cassius Clay becoming Muhammad Ali. And dare to wonder why the hell he’d travel half the globe to fight some other minority. That was back in 1967, and even if a generational tolerance was trending his way, it was still unforgivable, to the point that the threat of a prison sentence hung over him.

			Here at Muhlenberg, a small college at the edge of Pennsylvania Dutch country, Ali strained to represent his pre-exile self, when his presence ensured hilarity and high jinks. Back then, his pie-eyed bravado and his rants were a source of consternation for white America, or maybe just older America, but also, more and more, a guilty pleasure. Going from the 1960 Olympics, when he won a gold medal, and right up to his championship, when he improbably knocked out the formidable Sonny Liston in 1964, the sleek and irrepressible kid had become one of those love-him-or-hate-him personalities. Toward the end, right before he decided to really stir things up, announcing he had “no quarrel with those Vietcong,” he was probably more loved than hated, even the old-timers coming around to his insistence on fun and, if not that, his astonishing abilities in the ring. Nobody had ever seen anything like him, fluid, full of improvisation, just a marvel.

			About two hundred people had crowded in the office of the athletic director (AD) this February night, another twenty-five hundred massing in Memorial Hall beyond. Ali shucked and jived, just the way he used to, tossing out some rhymes, the way he used to do that, too, everybody hooting in delight. He had just turned twenty-­eight, and it was impossible to imagine he’d ever recapture that athletic excitement, or even have the opportunity. But here he was, biting his lower lip, shooting the jab, promising to knock out whomever. The room was in a frenzy, the way he liked it. “The champion of the world!” he yelled out, although he was nothing of the sort, hadn’t been for nearly three years, the division doing fine without him. He was wearing a gray sharkskin suit, after all, the trunks of his trade these days. Still, the students in the room obliged his whimsy and ducked and laughed.

			He’d come a long way in this line of work. He was always a willing-enough speaker and had been giving campus speeches even before he became a national pariah. But he was without a hint of seriousness or importance back then, his vanity unadulterated by a sense of purpose. In 1965 a student escort met him in the student union at Randolph-Macon College and was almost appalled by the fighter’s complete lack of attention to the speech at hand. All the young Cassius Clay wanted to talk about was his portable phone, some kind of gadget that occupied an entire suitcase, like a World War II walkie-talkie but with more wires and cables. The escort was not certain it was even operable.

			That was a long time ago, though. Back when he had a title, some influence over the national media and money. The exile had been punishing, brutally so. The money was long gone, and nobody was in a rush to replace it. The Black Muslims, as they were simply known at the time, the Nation of Islam, to give the religion its proper name, had given him little but a new name in recompense for his sacrifice. Joe Frazier, who’d gone on to win the heavyweight title in Ali’s absence, had loaned him some money. There were a few odd paydays, a computerized matchup with Rocky Marciano (which the computer said he lost, and which he immediately regretted). But he was mostly on his own, picking up scraps here and there. Champburger: that was one of the scraps, a short-lived fast-food franchise.

			Another prospect of the time, himself only one year removed from glory in the 1968 Olympics, remembered Ali bounding up the steps of the 5th Street Gym in Miami. “George Foreman!” Ali screamed, Foreman hearing that familiar whoop and dropping his mitts in absolute joy. Here was Ali, onetime champion of the world, his idol, and fun was always at hand when he was around, that much Foreman knew. “Once you get to be champion,” Ali said by way of introduction, “I’m gonna show you what you’ll have.” He bounded back down the stairs and returned from his car—a pink El Dorado—and produced a black briefcase for Foreman to ogle. Was it full of money, hundreds of thousands? “See that,” Ali said. “A portable telephone.” Ali talked about the phone a bit and then wondered if Foreman would be needing those shoes, those wraps.

			That was a bad time, Ali desperate enough at one point that he agreed to become a sparring partner for Joe Bugner, a young fighter of few dimensions aside from his breadth. Bugner paid him $1,000, the former champion not bitter a bit, cheerful even. He tried to get $1,200 more out of Bugner for that phone. “Joe,” he said, as serious as he could ever get, “it’s just what you need.”

			Now, in 1970, he was neither as broke nor as indifferent to his audience as before. After hundreds of campus speeches, he was in fact a practiced messenger of the Nation of Islam’s message, primarily black separatism. This, of course, was the single most offensive stance possible. The nation had been trying to confront its history of institutionalized racism and had, only two years before, made integration the law of the land. The Civil Rights Act of 1968 may not have been popular in every corner of the country, but overall it was recognized as progress, a way toward the future, a way out of discrimination. It was hard-won, Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated for his black leadership just the week before, and who knows how many protesters, bus riders, or just innocent bystanders fire-hosed and beaten, or possibly even lynched, in the violent decade previous.

			Yet Ali and his Black Muslim brothers would undo all that if they could. It was beyond infuriating, this mockery of equality, this perversion of justice. It had always been something of a mystery, why Ali, or Cassius Clay, as he was born, had ever been attracted to the Nation of Islam, an irrelevant, quite small, and bizarre sect that involved fleets of spaceships in its creation myth. Certainly, Malcolm X, the primary recruiter and top lieutenant in the religion (he reported directly to Elijah Muhammad, who had somehow made the Nation of Islam the biggest black-owned business in America), was persuasive. But still: a mystery. Ali, nothing if not impressionable, could just as easily have come under the sway of civil rights leaders and could have more profitably and with less disruption pushed forth a necessary and increasingly popular and inevitable reform. Instead, he had acquired the hatred of the white establishment while, at the same time, earned the distrust of the black movement.

			The only saving side effect of his conversion, at least in terms of public opinion, was the Nation of Islam’s stance against the Selective Service, which happened to coincide with Ali’s own. Whereas Ali might have been left on culture’s curb as a religious kook, a slightly dangerous one at that, his refusal to serve in Vietnam, whether his convictions were religious or political, recast him as a bona fide member of a growing antiwar movement. There was a near-comic aspect to it, the younger Clay initially classified as unfit for service, having scored just 16 on the mental aptitude test, needing 30 to qualify. It was embarrassing, more than funny, really—“I said I was the greatest, not the smartest”—but certainly acceptable. Then, in 1966, the requirement was lowered to 15, which Ali found suspicious, but which was probably intended to make more than just him available for the incredible ramping up halfway across the world. And that’s when, sitting on his porch in Miami when he heard the news, Ali, surprised and hurt, articulated a generation’s objection: “I ain’t got nothing against them Vietcong.”

			History inserted “quarrel” in the quote, but no matter. Ali had now picked a side, and whether it was grounded in religious belief, well, that didn’t matter, either. He was part of a political process now, one of the “unwashed punks who picket and demonstrate,” according to columnist Red Smith. Reaction was swift and unequivocal. He managed to get a few more fights in, but in April 1967, when he refused induction on religious grounds (which the government had long since swept aside), it was over for him as a boxer and maybe even as a citizen. He was quickly stripped of his title, even before the grand jury could indict him. He was without a job, even without a country, and imprisonment, pending legal maneuvers that would not end until reaching the Supreme Court, loomed over him all the while. “I will not be what you want me to be,” he’d told the draft board, the semiliterate once more giving words to a percolating movement that was still searching for its vocabulary of protest. Perhaps, but he could no longer be what he wanted to be, either.

			But by 1970, as the Vietnam War was pronounced unwinnable, perhaps even a moral failure as well as a strategic and political disaster, antiwar activists were no longer traitors and Muhammad Ali was no longer, as columnist Jim Murray called him in 1967, a “black Benedict Arnold.” Ali’s stance, when removed of religious and racial objections, now seemed almost reasonable, perhaps even correct. Only a few months before, a million people had marched on Washington in protest, millions more across the country. As the war grew unpopular, Ali’s persecution was taken up by a more liberal media than was represented by Jimmy Cannon. “Muhammad Ali Deserves the Right to Defend His Title” was the cover story in Esquire.

			In any case, America’s dissident youth becoming the outspoken norm, he was at home on campuses throughout the land.

			“Everybody out,” Ali suddenly yelled, “except that Polish boy over there.” Ali was pointing to Ron Czajkowski, the junior journalism major who’d been assigned to introduce him to the Muhlenberg crowd. The room emptied, just the two of them left, and Ali got down to business. “Give me a read on the demographic tonight,” Ali said. Czajkowski told him to expect a mostly white, mostly conservative student body and, if what the local radio reporter had told him was true, a smattering of black activists from nearby Lehigh University. He’d heard they meant trouble. They might even have been Black Panthers. Ali considered the information and then opened a brown leather briefcase, which had as many as fifteen sets of note cards, each bundled up in rubber bands. Ali dug around and took one and put it in his suit pocket.

			“Nervous?” Ali asked him. Of course! “Don’t be. Just remember, you’re walking out there with the champeen of the world. Son, you won’t have a thing to worry about.”

			Czajkowski led him to the stage, where he was greeted with pronounced hooting and laughter. What the hell? He turned around and saw Ali was shadowboxing him from behind.

			Some of Ali’s speeches—it all depended on which bundle of notes he pulled out of his briefcase—were more provocative than others. He might talk about poverty, he might talk about Vietnam, or, more dangerously, he might talk about the need for the separation of races, as ordained by the Nation of Islam. Usually, he couched that topic in homespun logic, tigers keeping with tigers, and so on. Other times he put it to work in comic riffs. “There’s Snow White,” he’d begin, going on to offer the inescapable reality of white America. Tonight’s speech was along those lines: “Solutions to the Racist Problem as Taught by the Black Muslims.” That was the bundle, although he never once referred to the cards he’d put in his coat pocket.

			It did not go that well. Ali’s black-white routine went fine, his comic representation of an all-white country getting laughs. Santa Claus is white; Miss America is white, he pointed out. Cigars are White Owl! “Even Tarzan, the king of Africa, is white,” he said. But his answer to the “racist problem,” a nonviolent separation of the races, was not popular, especially among the dashiki-wearing militants who’d come in from Lehigh. Why, they wondered, was this separatist living in such a grand house in a white neighborhood?

			It grew heated, Ali trying to reconcile his ambitions with a divided country, the black kids in their dashikis having none of it. “We must go to war!” one in the crowd shouted. “You go ahead,” Ali said. “I’ll read about you tomorrow in the newspapers.” They continued to bark at him from the wooden bleachers, Ali growing increasingly frustrated at the interruptions. “You niggers give me more trouble than the whites,” he finally said.

			With that, the black students, as if prompted, stood up and walked out, Ali running off the stage after them, biting his lower lip, as if ready to fight. He returned and summarized the proceedings for the remaining white students: “You have just witnessed those boys arguing among themselves while I have given up things for them.” And he accepted the ensuing melee, everybody riled now, police taking nearly twenty minutes to escort him along the thirty-second walk back to the athletic director’s office, some of the white students now wanting to fight him. Wanting to fight Ali! “Let me at him!” one of them yelled.

			In the AD’s office, crowded with those two hundred people again, Ali exulted in the commotion he’d just created. This had been an excellent night. He flipped his keys to Czajkowski, told him to bring the Cadillac around and leave the motor running. Ali and his little entourage—a lawyer, a neighbor along for the ride—sailed off into the night, leaving this mini-maelstrom behind, everybody pawing and hollering at him. Of course, to be fair, they hadn’t seen anything yet.

		

	
		
			—Chapter 2—

			Philco Dreams, Philadelphia’s Finest, and a Flat-Footed Bull

			Joe Frazier had avoided the tournament, partly in deference to Muhammad Ali’s claim to the championship, but mostly because of the economic realities of heavyweight boxing. His manager, Yancey (Yank) Durham, using the managerial pronoun, had said, “Screw the tournament. I don’t need them, they need me. Let them fight it out and I’ll fight the winner.” Durham had little trouble convincing Frazier, and then the Cloverlay syndicate that was fronting the fighter, that there was much more money to be made in the tournament’s aftermath than during it. Scarcely two weeks after the World Boxing Association (WBA) had stripped Ali of his title and announced an eight-man elimination, Cloverlay was telling the press that Frazier was going to fight George Chuvalo in New York’s Madison Square Garden instead; let the WBA squabble over their own made-up champion.

			If Frazier, and by that we mean Durham, didn’t like the tournament, plenty of others did. By 1967, when Ali—or Cassius Clay, as many still insisted upon—got into a little hot water for refusing induction into the armed services, heavyweight boxing had become a kind of bum-of-the-month club. Defenses against Brian London, Karl Mildenberger, and Cleveland Williams were highly noncompetitive, the events surviving entirely on the basis of Ali’s charisma. Now, with a prison sentence looming for his steadfast refusal to buckle under to the US government, that charisma was essentially a black-market attraction, no longer available to legitimate promoters. A long-suffering contingent of challengers was poised to take advantage of his absence.

			In fact, the tournament seemed a sudden breath of fresh air for everybody, just what boxing needed after three years of Ali’s increasingly boisterous dominance. “Muhammad who?” asked Bob Arum, who was none other than Ali’s promoter. It seemed everybody was energized by the idea. “This type of tournament could be the shot in the arm the ailing boxing business needs,” wrote Ring magazine. “An entire new notion of competition emerges.”

			Not only would there be a slate of interesting matchups—six leading up to the championship—but they’d all be available free of charge to the fight fan, the whole thing backed by the ABC Network and a pile of cash said to be $300,000—“an unimaginable sum,” it was reported. It might be difficult, given the pedigrees of the assorted applicants, to ensure quality control, but it shouldn’t be that hard to produce some intrigue here and there among such various contenders. That is the beauty of the format, a ruthless winnowing of effort and talent, conducted within a scant six months.

			It’s just that none of it would involve Frazier, who’d lately been positioned as Ali’s obvious, if somewhat eventual, successor. Just as the tournament was being announced, Ring magazine was going to press with a Frazier cover: “They’re Talking Frazier Now!!!” Even the WBA had him ranked second (this was before he rejected its tournament), while taking into account some very careful grooming by the Cloverlay bunch. It was, after just fourteen fights, too soon for a proper anointment; not all of his early opposition was tainted by qualities of ability. For that matter, Frazier was not yet a complete fighter. “Scrap Iron Johnson gave him all he wanted,” hollered one of the heavyweight contestants, Thad Spencer. “And Scrap Iron can’t walk from here to the door without falling down.” Still, in an apprenticeship that had covered just eighteen months, Frazier had knocked out thirteen of those fighters, his fast-closing style, his punishing up-front barrages, a conversation starter for sure.

			Frazier could probably use a little more seasoning, anyway. The eight fighters the WBA and Sports Action, Inc., picked—none of them Sonny Liston—would not have sufficiently interested Ali to inspire so much as a couplet (Eduardo Corletti?), but most of them were at least distinguished by a respectable amount of ring experience. There were some tough guys such as Jimmy Ellis, Oscar Bonavena, and Jerry Quarry, real trial horses, not to mention former champion Floyd Patterson. These would be tests, as Durham guessed, that Frazier could afford to postpone just a bit further.

			Because, face it, Frazier had arrived prematurely. Maybe even accidentally. He would never have gone to the 1964 Games in the first place if the blubbery, but surprisingly deft, Buster Mathis had not broken his hand on Frazier’s skull during the Olympic run-up. If Frazier did manage to capitalize, returning from Tokyo with a gold medal, just like Ali had returned from Rome four years earlier, it was to paltry advantage. Prospects for a 200-pound heavyweight—not really a heavyweight at all—who was not even six feet tall, arms so stubby his reach was fully two feet shorter than, say, Liston’s, were not high. When Frazier got back to Philadelphia, he excited no interest, attracted no support, and received little attention.

			Further, Olympic success aside, his preparations had been ragged and hurried, not reassuring to potential backers at all. He’d come a long way from the South Carolina low country where, as a thirteen-year-old dropout, he worked the dirt behind a team of mules. He’d come a long way from his daddy’s porch, where the two watched Sugar Ray Robinson and Rocky Marciano—and Joe Louis!—on a fifteen-inch Philco. A long way from that swinging burlap bag, filled with rags and corncobs, a brick in the middle to give it some weight, young Frazier making it swing anyway. Boxers are not expected to materialize with advanced degrees, but, even by the low standards of admission for this game, Frazier had a woefully incomplete dossier.

			Even in Philadelphia, a destination he didn’t achieve until the “dog” finally established a stop in Beaufort, his preparations had been uncertain. He had not been especially driven to box, those early Philco dreams aside, and had appeared in the Police Athletic League gym only out of a kind of self-loathing, his thighs rubbery, his middle spreading. That was only five years earlier, back in 1967, when Yank Durham, a full-time welder and sometime bootlegger, found him hitting a real heavy bag. Progress, at least enough of it to get him in the Olympic Trials with Mathis, was swift, if you care to remember that Frazier had been working old plantation fields just a few seasons before.

			But now, back home in Philadelphia, a gold medal tucked away, Frazier was facing a sudden career deceleration, his credentials entirely discounted. No takers. And, as he’d broken and dislocated his thumb before his gold medal bout, he couldn’t even return to his old job at Cross Brothers, the kosher slaughterhouse where he used to practice his combinations on sides of beef in the refrigerated lockup. He worked for a moving company, $2.50 an hour. He cleaned up at the Bright Hope Church for even less. If not for Florence, whom he married at the age of sixteen, and her job at Sears Roebuck, their family of five would be no better off than if he’d stayed in Beaufort.

			Not even his first pro fight, he and Durham selling tickets for their end of the purse, satisfied much more than a weekly grocery bill. He made $125 for his debut, almost a full year after his gold medal bout. But that career, which had seemed stillborn so recently, picked up sudden steam, now everybody willing to climb aboard. It happened quite quickly. In 1965, after just four fights against some fairly forgettable opposition, Philadelphia’s finest began angling for a piece of Frazier’s future. A man named Bruce Baldwin, president of Horn & Hardart Baking Company, got forty friends to buy shares in an outfit that would be called Cloverlay. Altogether, buying eighty shares, they put up $20,000, guaranteeing the fighter a weekly wage of $100, plus half of his purses for the first three years of the deal. With Durham choosing carefully, Frazier began plowing through opponents, and now, in the summer of 1967, Cloverlay’s investment had proved somewhat more than prescient. That original $250 share was worth $3,600, and it was increasing with every win. Speculative or not, Frazier’s stock was growing in other quarters besides the open market. He was, with considerate handling, heir to a valuable franchise.

			That tournament, which proceeded without Frazier’s involvement but with Ali’s reluctant blessing (“With me around,” he admitted, “nobody gonna take these guys seriously”), concluded in April 1968, to less acclaim than the organizers might have hoped, although the TV ratings had been very good. As Teddy Brenner, matchmaker for the rival Madison Square Garden, said of the elimination tournament, “It was a complete success in that it successfully eliminated all the fighters.” Frazier got a jump on it, fighting for Madison Square Garden’s version of the heavyweight championship in May 1967, and had indeed beaten Chuvalo, a brutal stoppage in just four rounds. The WBA was impressed enough that it dropped Frazier from no. 2 to no. 9, just below its eight-man depth chart. Frazier was okay with it, having earned $50,000 in his desertion (compared to $23,000 purses for some of the WBA’s first-round bouts).

			Cloverlay shares continued to soar throughout that year—one of those shares, even diluted by repeated “stock” offerings, was now worth $7,200. Then, just two months before Jimmy Ellis, Ali’s former sparring partner, emerged from the WBA tournament with the championship, Frazier met his old Olympic rival Buster Mathis for the New York State Athletic Commission’s version of the title. Fighting for a purse of $175,000 (Ellis received $125,000 in his elimination fight with Jerry Quarry), Frazier floored Mathis in eleven rounds. The stock doubled.

			So now there were two champions, not counting Ali, of course. Further consolidation was required, and the inevitability of a Frazier-­Ellis match grew. Ellis dallied as long as he could, traveling to Sweden to defend his interim title against Patterson later in 1968, postponing other defenses here and there, finding an excuse as well to postpone Frazier, the so-called champ of five states. Frazier, despite or perhaps because of his smaller constituency, prepared far more anxiously for the eventuality, fighting four more times, including a knockout of Quarry, whom Ellis had struggled to outpoint for the WBA crown.

			And all the while, Ali was stirring rumors of a comeback, even as he awaited sentencing. Said one heavyweight at the time, “In the gyms guys are whispering, Ali’s coming back, Ali’s coming back. That cat Ali drives everybody crazy.”

			Certainly, comeback or not, which still seemed highly doubtful, he was pushing Frazier to his limits. Once a title unification fight was signed—Ellis and Frazier each guaranteed $150,000 for the bout at Madison Square Garden, to be held in February 1970—Ali began to systematically haunt Frazier, as if laying the groundwork for their own fight. He’d called in to aggravate Frazier on a Philadelphia radio talk show, tried to force his way into the dressing room after the Quarry fight, and then, in September 1969, showed up at Frazier’s gym, having tipped the media he’d be ready to fight.

			Whether Ali had acquired any ring rust during his exile was impossible to say, but he had not lost the gift of provocation. At the PAL gym Ali challenged Frazier, for no obvious reason except for the sheer foolishness of it, to a fight at a park about a mile away. Ali led a crowd of several hundred there and bemoaned Frazier’s cowardice when he didn’t show. “Here I am,” he said, “haven’t had a fight in three years, 25 pounds overweight, and Joe Frazier won’t show up. What kind of champ can he be?” The headline in the Philadelphia Inquirer appeared to have been dictated by Ali himself: “Ali and 10,000 Fans Disappointed, Frazier Skips Battle in Park.”

			This sort of mischief had long been Ali’s stock in trade, difficult to take seriously. Frazier was nonetheless frustrated, wondering why he had to look like the fool when he was the guy out there facing the Quarrys, the Bonavenas, Ali parading his smirk on the lecture circuit. It was maddening, of course. It helped Frazier to know that, while he was set for a big payday with Ellis, getting ready to become the more or less undisputed champion of the world, Ali was enjoying less fortunate circumstances, never mind the bluster. In fact, at the time, Ali was earning $100 a day as Ellis’s sparring partner.

			Ali had offered to attend the fight at the Garden and, in a final show of grace, present his championship belt to the winner. This offer was declined, and Ali instead held court at the Arena in Philadelphia, where he was considerably less gracious, noting that the two contestants vying for his long-vacated title were “my sparring partner” and a “flat-footed bull who moves like a plow horse.”

			He might have had the sparring-partner characterization right. Ellis managed one and a half rounds of boxing before Frazier began landing his left hooks to his head. There were fighters Frazier had difficulty with—Bonavena gave him twenty-five hard rounds in their two fights—but Ellis was not going to be one of them. In the third round, before a record crowd for an indoor heavyweight championship fight, Frazier stung Ellis again with left hooks. “Sissy, you can’t hit,” Frazier hissed through his mouthpiece. “You got nothing.” Frazier hit him with a left hook to the jaw, decking Ellis at the start of the fourth round, and then, Ellis up at the count of nine, sent him to the canvas at the bell. Ellis, trained by Angelo Dundee, Ali’s longtime cornerman, would not be allowed out for the fifth. Ellis never did remember that second knockdown. “You mean I was knocked down twice?” he asked later.

			Finally, after three years, there was once more a single heavyweight champion. Frazier was without the charms of Ali, perhaps, but he did not feel counterfeit, or otherwise inauthentic, in this new office. Ali was running up and down the aisles at the Arena, shadow­boxing and promising a comeback, delighting the crowd. “This town is too small for both of us,” he said. In fact, it was big enough for Frazier. It suited him fine.

		

	
		
			—Chapter 3—

			Horoscopes, the Fifth Ward, and a Little Mean Guy

			Sonny Liston, embittered and sullen in the twilight of his career, was an imperfect role model. Even in his heyday, his prospects bright, he would by any measure have been a flawed mentor. He’d been a thief, a leg breaker, a two-time loser concerning time served, Mob flunky, all-around menace when it came to St. Louis criminal enforcement, all while he was climbing up the division’s rankings. He was not considered to have cleaned up his act in any appreciable way once he became heavyweight champion of the world in 1962, having demolished Floyd Patterson. In fact, wrote Sports Illustrated at the time, in the year that separated the equally noncompetitive rematch (another first-round knockout), Liston had “become insufferable . . . giving back all the abuse he ever had to take.”

			By 1970 he’d become just a little bit more insufferable, and understandably so. He’d been beaten by Muhammad Ali twice, the first time quitting on his stool, the sight of his surrender once more inflaming rumors of his Mob ties. Unpopular in victory, he was a pariah in defeat; a full quarter of his sixteen comeback fights had to be staged in Sweden, as if he’d become too suspect even for American boxing.

			So it was odd, and not the least bit hopeful, that Liston took young George Foreman, the Olympic gold medalist newly turned pro, under his wing. Foreman, impressionable and vulnerable to strange epiphanies, had been lucky so far. He’d been a small-time punk in Houston’s Fifth Ward, a takedown man for a gang that nightly converted stolen change—“the silver coin toll,” as it was known in the neighborhood—into cheap wine. A virtual dropout, Foreman had an extremely small range of ambition, thinking a facial scar (he wore a bandage on his face for a time, to anticipate the delicious reaction) might stand him in good stead in the juvenile delinquent community, but long-term hoping for the bona fides of a prison sentence. He’d return to the Fifth Ward respected, perhaps even feared, someone “who maybe killed a man once.” It was something to look forward to.

			Then, hunkering in a crawl space one hot Houston night, smearing himself in dripping sewage to confound the police dogs the sirens were surely promising on his behalf, Foreman had a vision. It went hand in hand with a public service announcement he’d just seen on television, football star Jim Brown imploring him to be somebody, join the Job Corps. Suddenly, he needed to get out, and finally he had a place to go.

			He fell under the sway of a boxing coach there, Doc Broadus, a crusty guy who favored berets, riding quirts, and supernaturally strong, if wildly amateurish, young heavyweights. It was not entirely smooth sailing, but Broadus did maneuver Foreman onto the 1968 Olympic team, more a testament to Broadus than Foreman, considering the tight two-year window. By the time Foreman had gotten to Mexico City, his amateur experience consisted of just twenty bouts, four of them losses.

			One of the losses, coming on the undercard of a professional show in Oakland, California, was sufficiently dispiriting that Foreman nearly gave up boxing on the spot. If not for the offhand encouragement (“Keep it up, big man”) of a floridly dressed ring announcer—the man wore a clown-like bow tie, in addition to an elaborate rig of tails and ruffles—boxing history might have gone quite differently. But Foreman assumed anybody dressed that splendidly had to be the arena’s owner, somebody of importance for certain, somebody who knew what he was talking about. Foreman promised the peculiar-looking man he’d do better next time.

			And he did, sweeping through the Olympics with a patriotic flourish. Hardly anybody realized that Foreman, in a stunt that made more news than the actual bout, was waving his little American flag out of spite, an in-your-face gesture intended for the ringside judges, who’d earlier jobbed one of his teammates. Instead, in that gold medal moment, he was recognized as the jingoistic antidote to the Games’ earlier disruptions, when Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised black-gloved fists in the iconic pose of black protest.

			That alone might have given Foreman all the traction he needed for a successful pro career. Normally, it was enough just to win a gold medal. Cassius Clay was the class of the 1960 Olympics, although he was fighting in the somewhat less glamorous light-heavyweight division at the time. Within months of returning from Rome, he had signed a contract with the Louisville Sponsoring Group, some Kentucky millionaires looking for a little fun. Clay received a $10,000 signing bonus and a monthly salary of $333, enough financial support to get him through a fighter’s apprenticeship. Joe Frazier had won his at heavyweight in 1964, and he came back to Philadelphia with a similar appeal, maybe not immediately but eventually. Some of the locals, including sports columnist Larry Merchant, bought shares in Cloverlay, a corporate entity that would henceforth fund Frazier’s career.

			A gold medalist was a valuable franchise and had, in particular, produced many heavyweight champions of the era (Floyd Patterson came out of the 1952 Games; alas, Liston spent most of his Olympic year, 1956, in a Missouri workhouse). But Foreman wasn’t interested in being syndicated, fronted, or otherwise owned. One thing he picked up from the Job Corps, something that had been drilled into him, was a taste for independence. He thought Frazier, with that Cloverlay insignia on his trunks, looked ridiculous.

			But more than that, he had no intention of becoming a professional boxer. His plan was to return to the Job Corps, in Hayward, California, enroll in a local community college nearby, get his degree at night, and become a counselor. This might have fallen short of the traditional dream of wealth and celebrity, especially as practiced by previous gold medalists, but it still surpassed anything he ever envisioned as a Fifth Ward enforcer.

			A life of community service evaporated in one of those financial crunches, or maybe it was just a shift in political winds (Richard Nixon assuming the presidency from Lyndon Johnson, the man who’d instituted the program), the kind that inevitably affects any public program, and Foreman was abruptly left without even that modest, if high-minded, future. So, running into Dick Sadler, who trained Liston nearby, Foreman came to a different, if inevitable, conclusion. Foreman suggested to Sadler that he might like to ease into the game, box a few exhibitions, “just to learn this boxing.”

			Sadler couldn’t promise Foreman anything, certainly no signing bonus, no monthly draw. About all he could provide was a hotel room and three meals a day. Sadler’s wagon was hitched to Liston, thirty-seven, past his prime and any hope of a big payday. That wagon wasn’t going anywhere. But he could get Foreman valuable sparring time with the former champion, and maybe the odd exhibition bout here or there. Well, as far as that goes, Sadler explained to Foreman, why not take it one step further and get paid for your trouble? Any ideas of easing into the game were soon gone; Sadler got Foreman $5,000 for his pro debut the summer of 1969.

			More important than that, though, was exposure to a veteran fighter. Liston may have been faded, may have been in disrepute, may have been without much of a future. He may have been reduced, in his professional twilight, to fighting in a Mexico bull ring for $12,000, stoned college kids from El Paso now his only fans. But, man, he could still punch. It didn’t matter that Liston might disappear for weeks at a time, gone on some bender. If he happened, relying on some personal and mysterious urgency, to reappear in a ring, beware.

			Foreman realized, gold medal or not, he was no match for Liston. Not at first. Liston would get that jab going, just a loaded piston, and Foreman was trapped behind it, no way out. The pneumatics of it were puzzling to the young pro; it just kept coming, a rhythmic pounding, short and powerful, no escape possible. That jab!

			The rest of Liston was equally baffling. The two of them, the only heavyweights in Sadler’s little stable, would take walks after dinner, Liston mostly silent and impenetrable. After a week, Liston began to acknowledge Foreman’s existence, even speak. Liston didn’t like or trust anybody and was always suspicious of slights. Once, the whole gang in Sadler’s car, Foreman was rambling on about his horoscope, his latest preoccupation, and even thrust the magazine toward Liston in the backseat. Liston was suddenly ready to fight. “Get that out of my face!” he bellowed at Foreman. Sadler had to take Foreman aside later and explain the basis for the disturbance. “Big man can’t read, George.” But once Liston grew more comfortable with his young sparring partner, less paranoid, he began to assume the role of mentor, in the way he understood the concept.

			“George,” he said, stopping during one of their walks, “my grandmother always say, a man need two things.” Foreman was more than ready to receive this wisdom. He gloried in the attention, the instruction of elders. Jim Brown, Doc Broadus, Pappy Gault, his Olympic coach—Foreman was fully formed by their inspirations. Liston continued: “A man need a haircut and shined shoes.” Liston, it turned out, was hard-pressed to communicate much besides bitterness, the residue of so much shabby treatment. His biography, after all, was titled The Champ Nobody Wanted. Once Liston, in a pique of frustration over his limited respect as a champion, spat out his philosophy: “I don’t care about nothing but the dough-re-me.” Really, about the best Liston could do in the way of influence was show the young man his closet. Foreman was mightily impressed by the spoils of championship boxing. He counted the shoes—six, eight, ten pair!

			But Foreman, bit by bit and round by round, was becoming his own man. He was scarcely aware of it. It wasn’t too long before he figured how to get away from Liston’s jab. It wasn’t too much longer before he was giving Liston all he could handle. He was no more an agreeable punching bag, a butterfly pinned beneath Liston’s jab. Once, the two sparring in New Orleans during one of Sadler’s little caravans in 1970, Foreman hit Liston in the side and heard a slight whoof. Hit him in the stomach—whoof. It had happened that quickly. Sadler took him aside afterward and suggested he not push Liston too hard, and especially don’t hit him in the head. It was just sparring, after all.

			Others were noticing, too. By the autumn of 1970 he was 21–0, with nineteen knockouts, a glowering and fearsome brute at six-foot-four, 218 pounds. Everybody agreed, he had a lot to learn. But, everybody also agreed, there really is no substitute for concussive force. So a crowd of more than twelve thousand gathered in Madison Square Garden in August to watch Foreman fight that aging catcher George Chuvalo, a man who seemed specifically created to identify future champions, though never become one himself. Chuvalo, at thirty-two, was on the downward slope of a heavyweight’s career, which included tough losses to Floyd Patterson, Ali, and Frazier. But he was still valuable as a metric of toughness, “the bum with a heart,” they called him. In seventy-six fights, over the course of fourteen years, he’d never been knocked off his feet.

			It took Foreman just three rounds, Chuvalo crumpling into a bloody crouch, the referee rushing to halt what appeared to be negligent manslaughter. Foreman had been landing punches at the rate of one per second, for roughly forty seconds, Chuvalo unable to lift a hand, before it could be stopped. It had been a horrible yet magnificent display of raw power.

			That knockout, coming in the media capital, not only elevated Foreman into instant contention but also made him something of a celebrity. Jazz trumpeter Miles Davis, whom Foreman recognized only as someone who worked out in a San Francisco gym—“little mean guy, never did speak, just walk by you”—came back to the dressing room after the fight. “George,” he said, “you feinted that guy right out of his shoes. So cool!” Foreman had just impressed the man who played with his back to the audience. Then, leaving the Garden, he was surprised to see a crowd waiting for him. “For me?” he thought.

			The next day, awash in salutary newsprint (literally: “Salute the Grand Old Flag-Raiser” was one headline), George continued to exult in his new and improved status. He was sitting in a Manhattan coffee shop, chatting with some reporters, when he noticed heavyweight contender, and briefly champion, Jimmy Ellis sitting across the aisle. Ellis began with a story of how he’d bought his first Cadillac. “Walked into the showroom,” he said, “and I said to the guy, ‘Give me one of them.’” Both Ellis and Foreman slapped their thighs in shared appreciation of the audacity. Foreman, who’d just made $17,500 for the Chuvalo bout but could henceforth expect Cadillac money himself, made Ellis tell the story two more times, the New York scribes waiting patiently for their quotes.

			Foreman was clearly the next thing in heavyweight boxing, talked up as a possible opponent for Frazier. Maybe not quite there, but coming hard and fast. “He’s ready for the top fighters,” Chuvalo himself said afterward. It was plain what Chuvalo meant by that. Ali had announced his return late that year, the Supreme Court ­offering a reprieve, with knockouts over Quarry and Bonavena, the quality of those opponents suggesting the exile had not materially damaged his contention. Frazier, having won Ali’s vacated title, was more or less biding his time, waiting for the action to come to him. The three men, here at the end of 1970, seemed to have been set on a strange path, vague and uncertain at first, but ultimately sharply defined, single file.

			Meanwhile, perhaps on the very last day of the year—the coroner could not be absolutely certain—onetime heavyweight champion of the world Sonny Liston, the man who more or less had taken Foreman under his wing, died in his Las Vegas home. His comeback was long since derailed, and he had been fighting on just for paydays. There was word on the streets that he’d taken up his old trade and was doing some enforcing on the side. He did not consort with angels in the best of times. The year 1970, one desultory bout to show for it, was not the best of times.
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