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Me and my old sparring partner. I interviewed him four times and lost every one.




FOREWORD


LONGEVITY in the career that I have chosen means that whenever someone of cultural significance dies, you are one of the first ports of call for the alphabet soup of newsgathering in search of, for want of a better word, the Obituary interview. So, it was no great surprise that, in the days that followed the death of Muhammad Ali on 3 June 2016, I was asked to contribute my thoughts on the loss of this extraordinary man. The requests came from far and wide. From the United States to Sweden, India to Australia. Again, no surprise. You’re not just talking about one of the greatest fighters of all time, but also one of the most significant social and cultural figures of the last century. The surprise was that as I answered more and more questions about Muhammad, it became increasingly clear to me that – despite interviewing him four times between 1971 and 1981 – I had barely scratched the surface of this multifaceted personality.


At the end of the media interrogation, I felt I had not truly paid sufficient tribute to this man, and that he deserved better. This book is an attempt to do just that. In the following pages I try to understand and put into perspective the man, opposite whom I sat on four separate occasions, who thrilled, infuriated and bewildered me, but who never let me close enough to see what really made him tick, or explain the forces that shaped him.


I have been helped in my endeavour by my son Michael, who has contributed the historical spine of the book. Any inaccuracies, blame him. We have both been helped and are greatly indebted to the books on Ali written by Thomas Hauser, David Remnick, Ferdie Pacheco and to a lesser extent Norman Mailer, as well as the myriad articles and observations made about Ali throughout his life by friends, contemporaries, opponents and journalists. As someone who has spent a lifetime watching and reporting on sporting events and trying, at the same time, to comprehend what separates the merely accomplished athlete from the great performer, I can think of no one else who attracted so many shrewd and accomplished observers to the task of explaining his virtuosity, both as a fighter and as a member of the human race.


My heartfelt thanks to Teresa Rudge, my long-suffering PA, for deciphering my handwriting and typing at the speed of light, and to my publisher and friend Roddy Bloomfield at Hodder and Stoughton, who immediately saw the worth of the project and nursed it to life.


Michael Parkinson


October 2016




PROLOGUE


IT wasn’t love at first sight. To begin with I’ve always had an ambivalent attitude to boxing. As a kid I was a runner not a fighter. My father’s attempts to give me a boxing lesson ended with my nose pouring blood and Dad spending a night in the spare room after a row with my manager who happened to be his wife. Then he took me to a boxing booth where we saw a young, slim, black boy poleaxe a challenger twice his size. When the victim later moved through the spectators, cap in hand begging coins, he had a lump the size of a large egg on his forehead. The victor was called Randolph Turpin, who many years later beat one of the greatest fighters of them all, Sugar Ray Robinson, had a brief spell as world champion, before losing the rematch and coming to a wretched end. As a young reporter I went to interview him. He was reading a kid’s comic and didn’t have much to say. Later he put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.


Then, when I began writing about sport, I became friendly with Henry Cooper. We were booked together to appear at an event in Monaco where a blue-chip company was holding a conference. When we arrived at Heathrow for the outward journey, Henry discovered he had left his passport at home. Our Customs said they would let Henry out of the country but couldn’t be certain of the reception in France, but they promised to contact the French authorities to warn them of the problem. Henry, a natural worrier, had nattered himself into a nervous wreck when we arrived. We were greeted by a French official who both looked and sounded like Inspector Clouseau. Henry tried to explain his problem with the missing passport. ‘But my problem, Mr Cooper, is I don’t know who you are,’ Clouseau said. There followed a few minutes of argument, and I could see Henry, the mildest of men, becoming increasingly agitated. It was when Clouseau spread his arms, shrugged, and said, ‘But you say you are a prizefighter, Mr Cooper. How do I know you are telling the truth?’ Whereupon Henry lost it. Raising his left arm and pointing to ‘’enry’s ’ammer’ he said, ‘If I hit you with this, mate, you’d know who I was.’


Clouseau started laughing. It had been a set-up.


The next time I saw ‘Henry’s Hammer’ it was for real. It put Cassius Clay on his bum at Wembley in 1963, which led to the notorious ‘torn glove’ delay and the ‘what if’ that has intrigued British boxing fans every since. Clay caused terrible damage to Cooper’s face, as did Muhammad Ali three years later. On both occasions Henry looked as though he had been hit by a wrecking ball. The second fight at Highbury was particularly gruesome, with blood spurting like a geyser from Cooper’s eyebrow and the fighter’s face a bloody mash. When we talked about it later Henry said, ‘It didn’t do much for my good looks. Ruined my modelling career.’ When I asked him what it was like fighting Ali he replied, ‘Like being in the ring with a bleeding tank.’


The boxer who descended the stairs on Parkinson in 1971 was beautiful. I could think of no description more appropriate. And I was not alone. An American sportswriter once said he would love to borrow Ali’s physique for forty-eight hours because ‘there are three guys I’d like to beat up and four women I want to make love to’. I was not to know that this would be the first of a series of interviews I would have with the boxer, which would last from the 1970s to the 1980s, and cover both the wondrous glory and the fearful downfall of the most singular human being I ever encountered.


He was a multitude of men, so whenever people ask me what he was like, I always ask them which Ali they want to talk about – the humorist, the radical activist, the man who fantasised he could fight every man in the whole wide world and beat the lot of them, or the childlike being who loved performing magic tricks and telling ghost stories. He was a one-man carnival quite unlike any other I ever encountered.


I was asked to present him with his award for Sportsman of the Millennium in 2000, but felt unable to encounter at close quarters that once glorious man who was now wrecked by a terrible illness. I had seen him on television being paraded in public, his face immobile and frozen, his eyes dull and lifeless, his voice, once a versatile instrument, now sounding like dry leaves rustled by an autumn wind. I remembered that beautiful man I had first encountered, dancing down the stairs to meet me, the humour, delivered with the skill of a great comedian, and the way in which – even when displaying the most aggressive and thunderous anger – he couldn’t hide the playful glint in his eyes. Me: ‘You are a public figure.’ Ali: ‘Did you call me a public nigger?’


I wanted to remember him as he once was and as he described himself: ‘When will they ever have another fighter who writes poems, predicts rounds, beats everybody, makes people laugh, makes people cry, and is as tall and extra pretty as me? In the history of the world and from the beginning of time, there has never been another fighter like me.’


For once in his life you could accuse Muhammad Ali of being unduly modest.




Chapter 1


THE ROAD TO THE FIRST PARKINSON INTERVIEW


1942–1971
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Ready to take on the world.




Chapter 1


‘Ali evolved from a feared warrior to a benevolent monarch and ultimately to a benign venerated figure … who evokes feelings of respect and love.’


Thomas Hauser, Muhammad Ali


IF you assess Muhammad Ali purely as a boxer, he was a game-changer. Inside the ring, no one before or after looked or fought like him. He had the power and build of a heavyweight, with the grace and hand speed of Sugar Ray Robinson; the ring craft of a chess grandmaster with a fine line in psyching out his opponents, and he was blessed, if that is the correct word, with a chin made of granite and the heart of a lion – sadly, occasionally a particularly foolhardy one. The veteran boxing commentator and analyst, Larry Merchant, once said: ‘Ali was a warrior. He was in a hurting business, a hard business; the toughest game there is. And no matter what his style, underneath it all he was a tough son of a bitch … in the ring he was as tough a son of a bitch as anyone who ever lived.’


Outside the ring he was the supreme pugilist/promoter, with the chutzpah of P. T. Barnum. He saw boxing as a branch of entertainment, and gave it mass-market appeal to both man and woman. Modern-day boxers with their untold riches should bend their knee to the man who took this brutal spectacle out of smoke-filled, backstreet halls and away from Mob control, changing how it was promoted, covered by the press and televised.


He was the most charismatic and dramatic boxer who ever crossed the ropes. He cast himself as a modern-day dragon slayer, tilting at the biggest windmills against impossible odds, with Angelo Dundee as his Sancho Panza and us, his adoring public, asked only to cheer from the sidelines whilst he howled at the moon. ‘Ali, bombaye!’ as the Zairians chanted on that fateful night in the jungle: ‘Ali, kill him!’


As a result he became not just the biggest sports star, but the biggest star in the world, recognised and mobbed in both the shanty towns of Zaire and at Lenin’s Tomb in Red Square. In his own words, with the gloves on, he ‘shook up the world’. Perhaps the best boxer that ever drew breath. But that’s not half the story.


‘I’m not just a boxer, I’m taught by Elijah Muhammad, I’m educated. Even Oxford University, your biggest seat of learning, offered me a Professorship in Philosophy and Poetry to come in and teach. I’m not just an ordinary fighter, I can talk all week on millions of subjects and you do not have enough wisdom to corner me on television.’


Muhammad Ali on Parkinson, 1974


Ali was born into a segregated America, where legally, socially, educationally and economically black Americans were second-class citizens. In some areas of the South, where Ali grew up, they were viewed as subhuman. He was, from an early age, acutely aware of his standing being determined purely by the colour of his skin, and he questioned the basic fairness of this. When he turned professional, his strong sense of pride in his own race meant he refused to play the role of the ‘Good Negro’ that America demanded of its heavyweight champions. The revered Brown Bomber Joe Louis declared, ‘The heavyweight champion should be the champion of all people.’ Ali disagreed. He was only the champion of and for his people. His success and subsequent fame was a platform for him to teach in words and deeds that they deserved and could have a better deal in the world. ‘I had to prove you could be a new kind of black man. I had to show that to the world.’


He was helped by the fact that his looks, physique and boxing prowess put the lie to the notion of white supremacy, and his lightning wit and charisma made him the darling of the press corps, ensuring that his name and message spread like wildfire through both the ghettoes of the black underclass and the drawing rooms of the white masters. Ali sought answers to the basic unfairness of his condition in the controversial teachings of Elijah Muhammad and his Nation of Islam. Before the Louisville Lip became its most devout of followers, this was a controversial movement masquerading as a religious sect. When Ali beat Liston for the second time, he had become the most high-profile spokesman for the Nation of Islam, placing the movement at the centre of the civil rights movement. Ali had become a self-styled Prophet of Allah in a Holy War against the white oppressors of the black men and women of America, and at the time he was hated and revered in equal measure. But Ali’s beliefs were sincere and unshakeable. He was fearless in the ring, principled outside it. When he refused to join the US Army and was given a prison sentence, he was offered a deal. Join up and we’ll give you a cushy job – personal appearances, exhibition boxing. Scornfully he turned the offer down because he understood the difference between a principle and a compromise, a legitimate deal and a backhander, even if it meant having the prime years of his boxing career taken from him.


Like most things he did in his life, Ali had called it right, and his return to boxing after his ban coincided with more enlightened, anti-authoritarian times, and the descent of Vietnam into a hellish and pointless stalemate. It was time for Ali to take back his title and mantle of ‘the greatest’, and for all Americans, black and white, to fall back in love with him, and follow him on the roller-coaster of his later career, marvelling and wincing at his three encounters with Joe Frazier and his victory against all odds in the steamy heat of Zaire against the formidable George Foreman.


Ali finally retired in 1981, years after he should have hung up his gloves, his health irreparably damaged by his inability to believe he was mortal. He spent the rest of his life in a kind of twilight world as the illness gradually robbed him of his voice, his grace, and ultimately his dignity.


By the time Ali died in 2016 he, like Mandela, had become a totemic figure, an American myth, a Once and Future King for the black people of America. The process began while he was alive, when in 1977 Marvel Comics teamed him up with Superman to take on alien invaders while his Nation of Islam brethren backed an ‘autobiography’ of Ali called The Greatest as long as they approved the content. During this period his image rights were sold for $50 million and the process of airbrushing and sanitising his life was completed. Consequently, by the time of Ali’s death, he had become, in Thomas Hauser’s opinion, a black Paul Bunyan, replete with legendary tales of derring-do that quickly became accepted wisdom. Everyone remembers when Ali threw his Olympic gold medal into the river because he was so incensed at being refused service in a Louisville diner. Well, actually he didn’t, and neither did he reply to the waitress in said diner that ‘I don’t eat them neither’ when she told him, ‘We don’t serve Negroes here.’ But these and other stories have been co-opted, created and exaggerated by Ali and others to keep him alive and relevant for generations to come. And in his lifetime Ali did nothing to deny them. Nor did he lose his delight in telling them.


Myths are ciphers through which a people try to understand their past. They are, obviously, not a reliable way of understanding the true nature of a man who actually lived. Seen through the prism of this mythic status, Ali becomes untouchable and unreachable. Over time his rough edges are smoothed away, his life story airbrushed; his reputation becomes sacrosanct, inaccuracies that maintain this image become the truth. A sober assessment of a once-in-a-generation man is sacrificed on the altar of hagiography. For a man as thrilling, as challenging and as complex as Ali, this does him a disservice.


The problem is that, even when you strip away this protective layer, it is still difficult to find the real Ali. The renowned American sports journalist Ring Lardner once described his boxing style as a pebble skittering across the surface of a pond. The same could be said of any attempt to assess the man behind the myth. He was possessed of a personality like a kaleidoscope that changed with every twist. He was full of conflicts and contradictions.


He could be at one and the same time passionate, peevish, principled, pejorative, puritanical, predatory, a philanderer – but always a charmer and ever so pretty!


But let’s start at the beginning and, as ever with Ali, the truth is more interesting than the authorised version.


Ali was born Cassius Marcellus Clay at Louisville General Hospital at 6.35 p.m. on 17 January 1942. His upbringing was black middle class. Unlike many of his later opponents, whom he would try to ‘out-black’, he was not from what was known as the black underclass. His father was a sign painter and occasional artist, and his mother Odessa cleaned and cooked for the upper-class whites in Louisville, however, mainly she was a mother to Ali and his brother Rahman. Though not materially rich in the way white middle-class families would expect to be, they did own their own house in an area distant from the poor black neighbourhood of Smoketown, and there was never a hint of Ali or his brother going without food or clothes, as did many black children of that era.


For a future Nation of Islam zealot, his earlier lineage throws up a few uncomfortable truths. Despite later claiming that his birth name was a slave name, there was in fact a good deal of pride about it within the family. 
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Ali with his mum, Odessa – ‘a sweet, fat, wonderful woman’.


Cassius Clay was actually named after a nineteenth-century Kentucky plantation owner, who in his later life became an abolitionist and one of the first men in the state to free his slaves. Ali was also of mixed blood, and again, despite claiming that this was the result of rape, the actual truth is that one of his mother’s grandfathers was Tom Moorehead, the result of an entirely consensual union between a white man and a slave named Dinah, and the other was Abe Grady, a Irish immigrant from County Clare who married a black woman. He may have changed his slave name later, but for now he wore it with a fair degree of pride.


His mother, Odessa Clay, was a devout woman, from whom Ali inherited his deep well of spirituality, with a keen sense of family and a warm heart. In Thomas Hauser’s biography Ali remembers her fondly: ‘She’s a sweet, fat, wonderful woman, who loves to cook, eat, make clothes, and be with family.’


[image: Image Missing]


Muhammad and the family Clay: brother Rahman, mother Odessa and father Cassius Snr.


His relationship with his father was more complex. David Remnick, editor of The New Yorker and author of a book about Ali called King of the World, describes Cassius Clay Senior as ‘a cock of the walk, a braggart, a charmer, a performer, a man full of fantastical tales and hundred-proof blather’.


Despite being an obvious chip off the block, Ali was very guarded when asked about his father, probably because Cassius Senior was also a violent drunk who assaulted his mother, was arrested many times, as well as being an inveterate womaniser who further humiliated Odessa with his habit of spending nights moving from bar to bar picking up women.


This chaotic and frightening aspect of an otherwise tightly knit and relatively comfortable family life must have had an effect on Ali. Interestingly, Remnick quotes one of Ali’s closest friends, who believed that this aspect of his upbringing had a deforming affect on Ali’s development: ‘In many ways, as brilliant and charming as he is, Muhammad is an arrested adolescent. There is a lot of pain there … a lot of that pain comes from his father, the drinking, the occasional violence, the harangues.’


But Cassius Clay Senior was no hopeless dissolute. He was a hard-working man who provided well for his family. But like many black men of his generation, he was resentful and full of anger. He believed the white man had kept him down, ensured he remained a sign painter not able to fulfil his ambition to be a proper painter of landscapes and religious themes. Whatever the truth of this feeling, he passed on to Ali a strong sense of the need for black self-determination. A sense compounded by the second influential strand of his childhood – namely, the society that he grew up in.
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