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Foreword by George Foreman
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ACTION FROM A MEMORABLE NIGHT IN KINSHASA, ZAIRE.


Mention me and Muhammad Ali in the same breath and people immediately think about our championship fight in Zaire in 1974 that became known as “The Rumble in the Jungle”. Of course, that was when Ali first used his “Rope-A-Dope” tactics. I punched myself into exhaustion and lost my heavyweight crown.


It took me a long, long time to put that behind me. I tried to convince myself and anyone who might listen that I’d been victimized by a set of circumstances beyond my control. And, for years, I admit I hated Ali. But as I grew older and wiser, I was able to reconcile that defeat and acknowledge that he beat me fair and square.


I wanted a rematch in the worst way, but the result could have easily been the same. In the end, I realized I had lost to a great champion who transcended the sport of boxing, and that I should be proud to have been a big chapter in his legendary career.


It’s difficult to explain, but Muhammad has remained a strong presence in my life. I used to wake up nights in a sweat thinking about that fight in Africa. I know it was the turning point in my life. It taught me humility. When they raised his hand in victory, I finally realized I wasn’t powerful enough to control everything, that there was something bigger than me. It led me to God and I eventually became a spokesman for Jesus Christ.


Sometimes, I almost feel like a father to him. I wish we had gotten to know each other better over the years, gone fishing, or just spent time talking about life. I could only pray for Muhammad in his battle with Parkinson’s disease. He handled it with great dignity for more than 30 years.


But we did have some good times together. We shared a stage in Los Angeles when they were honoring former Olympic champions before the 1984 Games. We were having a religious debate when it came time for Ali to speak. I noticed his shirt-tail was hanging out of his pants. I reached over and tucked it in. That was the least I could do for the man who had taught me so much about how to carry myself in and out of the ring. In my heart, he will always be “The Greatest”.
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Introduction


For the past five decades, Muhammad Ali, a.k.a. Cassius Clay, has cast a giant shadow over the world of sports.


He first became a worldwide figure in 1960 by winning a gold medal in the Rome Olympics as a virile, gifted light-heavyweight. Thirty-six years later in Atlanta, his body ravaged by Parkinson’s syndrome, Ali touched everyone’s heart as he valiantly made his tortuous, slow journey up a flight of stairs to light the Olympic torch.


In the years between, he managed to affect the lives of people in every corner of the world. Arguably, he was the first truly global athlete, staging championship bouts in such Third World sites as Djakarta, Kinshasa and Kuala Lumpur.


The lord of the ring and three-time heavyweight champion was always more than a mere prize fighter. He would lose his title on the canvas and in the legal courts fighting for the right to practice his adopted Muslim religion. But in or out of the ring, he always managed to steal the spotlight.


A theater critic once suggested Ali was an actor playing the part of an athlete, and Ali, the entertainer, was as important as the heavyweight king who transcended the blood sport of boxing.
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ALI WAVES TO ADORING FANS BEFORE HIS FIRST FIGHT WITH HENRY COOPER IN LONDON.
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ALI PREDICTED A FIFTH-ROUND KNOCK-OUT OF COOPER AND KEPT HIS WORD.


He would assume so many roles that, at times, it seemed even Ali forgot which part he was currently playing—clown, prophet, poet, preacher, anti-Establishment advocate or international ambassador of peace. Part fact, part myth. In retrospect, he was aptly described as the jester of President Kennedy’s Camelot years and the suffering saint of the Vietnam era.


In the 1960s he was the most recognizable face on earth, first for his stunning upset of the seemingly invincible Sonny Liston and later as a symbol of America’s rage for refusing induction into the Army during the height of the Vietnam War. The general populace was not ready to embrace a brash black man who was the first athletic superstar to adopt the Muslim faith and discard his “slave name”. At the same time, his anti-Establishment stand, which resulted in a three-year exile from the ring, made him the ultimate expression of Black Power.


Ali returned to center stage in 1970, resuming his boxing career and winning classic battles against Joe Frazier, George Foreman and Earnie Shavers. Like so many boxing legends before him, he competed far too long, leading to embarrassing and painful beatings by Larry Holmes and Trevor Berbick before finally quitting.


As a sportswriter whose journalistic career coincided with Ali’s, we had the good fortune of covering many of his major fights, but remember him more for his ever-changing personality.


He could tickle your funny bone spouting doggerel or performing magic tricks, but also send a shudder up your spine the way he tortured Floyd Patterson and Ernie Terrell who both refused to acknowledge Ali’s transformation to the nation of Islam. But we could also recall uncommon acts of kindness when he made impromptu visits to hospitals to encourage cancer patients or when he gave a sizeable donation to save a Jewish home for the aged from bankruptcy.


In recent years, his unquestionable spirit in battling his disease and his religious devotion has made him a public icon. Forgotten are the days of yore when his braggadocio manner polarized fight fans. But such a time also provided our most enduring memory of Ali displaying his inspired inventiveness.


After concluding a public sparring session in preparation for his match with Shavers in Madison Square Garden in 1977, Ali engaged in his all-too-familiar “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee” duet with straight man Bundini Brown. Finally, he strolled to a corner and bellowed down a hollow ring post, “The Greatest of All Time.” And the boast then reverberated throughout the vast arena. In retrospect, who could argue the point?
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ONE


The Early Years


How many great journeys in life have begun on a shiny new bicycle?


As mythology tells us, it did for 12-year-old Cassius Clay, who, quite by accident, or fate, as many would later suggest, found his serendipity way to a boxing gym in downtown Louisville


Ali tended to side with the fatalists. He told biographer Thomas Hauser, “I don’t know what it was, but I always felt like I was born to do something for my people. When I was 8 or 10, I’d walk out of my house at two in the morning and look to the sky for an angel or revelation or God telling me what to do.


“I’d look at the stars, wait for a voice, but I never heard nothing. Then my bike got stolen and I started boxing. It was like God was telling me I had a responsibility.”1


But going to the gym had not been his intention. He had joined a friend in a visit to the annual Home Show, an event where the city’s black merchants showed their wares and tempted the public with the promise of free food and drink. It was an offer young Cassius, who had to rely on his mother’s inventiveness to fill his dinner plate, could not refuse.


After a night of gluttony, he discovered his $60 bicycle was missing. Tears gained the attention of sympathetic adults who directed him to the building’s basement where a white policeman, Joe Martin, spent his off-duty hours training amateur boxers.


Cassius informed Martin of his plight and vowed to catch and whip the thief. Martin assessed the spindly 80-pound youth and suggested learning how to fight before seeking revenge.
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CASSIUS CLAY STRIKES A FIGHTING POSE BEFORE HIS AMATEUR DEBUT.


In retrospect, it would be easy imagining the novice tyro becoming an instant success at the “sweet science” of boxing, but his natural ability was neither apparent to Martin nor Cassius, who pictured himself “fighting like a girl, throwing wild, looping punches”.2


But the burning ambition to separate himself from the crowd was already evident. On his first day in the gym he challenged a seasoned fighter and suffered a bloody nose and mouth for his troubles.


As Martin later recalled, “If amateur boxers were paid bonuses like baseball players, I don’t think Cassius would have received one. He was just ordinary the first year. But a year later, you could see that this little smart aleck had potential. He stood out because he had more determination than most boys, and he had the speed to get him someplace. He was a kid willing to make the sacrifices necessary to achieve something worthwhile in sports, and I recognized it was almost impossible to discourage him.”3


Nothing would ever discourage young Cassius, who, after only a few winning appearances on Martin’s sponsored television show, Tomorrow’s Champions, informed his parents he would one day be champion of the world.


This seemed his destiny from the day his mother nicknamed him “GG”, on account of the first sounds he uttered as a baby. Later, a mature Muhammad Ali would joke, “I was actually trying to say ‘Golden Gloves’,”4—his first stepping stone to winning four Kentucky state crowns and two National AAU titles as a prelude to his 1960 Olympic triumph in Rome.
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SURROUNDED BY HIS PARENTS AND SIX MEMBERS OF A LOUISVILLE-BASED SYNDICATE, CLAY SIGNS HIS FIRST PROFESSIONAL CONTRACT.


Several noted amateur officials saw greatness in him almost immediately. “Even as an amateur, he had the same reflexes and skills he had later on,” said chief AAU referee Bob Surkein. “Usually you see amateurs jump out of harm’s way. But Cassius would stand there and just move his head six inches and his body six inches and slide away. I knew this kid had it.”5


Surkein also recalled staying at the same hotel as Cassius during a tournament. Seeking to follow the results in the local newspaper, he discovered 16 copies were minus the sports section. A trip to Cassius’s room quickly solved the mystery. He discovered the impressionable fighter cutting out his picture from every edition.


By now, Cassius was already declaring himself “The Greatest”. It has been written he borrowed the phrase from flamboyant wrestler Gorgeous George, but it was just as likely he copied it from his father, Cassius Marcellus Clay Sr., who enjoyed performing as a singer and dancer in the neighborhood between jobs as a house and sign painter.


Historians would debate whether Muhammad Ali was the product of a dirt-poor or middle-class environment so passionately that author Wilfred Sheed caustically wrote, “it would be different from day to day like alternate street parking.”6


Ali remembered there seldom being enough food to feed him and his younger brother Rudolph (a.k.a Rahaman). His mother, Odessa, helped compensate for her husband’s irregular paycheck by working as a domestic in white neighborhoods for $4 a day. The boys usually wore clothes purchased from the Good Will store and shoes with cardboard inserts.


Louisville police records reveal that his father, who had trouble maintaining his temper after a drinking bout, threatened his wife on several occasions—traumatic incidents Ali chose to forget in his memoirs. As one pseudo-psychologist suggested, “You find great men to have loved their mothers but imitated their fathers.”7


There were no apparent psychological scars left on Ali from his family life, only deep-hearted bitterness over the segregation policies of the South. Despite his early notoriety, he still heard chants of “Nigger” whenever venturing out of the ghetto and quickly learned he was unwelcome in downtown hotels, restaurants and theaters.


His mother remembered an adolescent Cassius looking in the storefront of offices and wondering aloud, “Where are all the colored folk?”8


His designated status as a “second-class citizen” would serve as a far greater motivating force more than his natural ambition to achieve a measure of success. It would drive him to become an Olympic gold medalist, thrice world heavyweight champion, and, in the Sixties, the most recognized face in the universe.
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A GOLDEN GLOVES CHAMPION, YOUNG CASSIUS SETS HIS SIGHTS ON THE 1960 OLYMPICS.


“He didn’t know a left hook from a kick in the butt. But he was the most dedicated fighter I ever saw. He lived in the gym. He was there when I arrived in the morning and he was there when I left at night.”


Amateur trainer JOE MARTIN, on Clay’s first days in gym. (Louisville Courier-Journal, 9.15.1978)



A Golden Start


It was the summer of 1960 and Cassius Clay was enjoying a break from training at Fort Dix, N.J., with the United States Olympic boxing team. He decided to join amateur official Bob Surkein on a visit to Atlantic City. Pausing on the famous boardwalk, he asked innocently,
“What do you think  is across this big lake?”
“His geography wasn’t too good,” said Surkein,
“but he had his mind on Rome for a long time.”
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A STRONG RALLY IN THE FINAL AGAINST POLAND’S PIETRZKOWSKI GAVE CASSIUS THE GOLD MEDAL.


Indeed. A lean and hungry Cassius was thinking of the glory of Rome from the days he first began bringing home medals and trophies to his modest home in Louisville. As the spoils of victory quickly overflowed the shelves, his confidence and ambition started to grow exponentially.


He had already tested his mettle against a number of pros. On one of his first encounters with future trainer Angelo Dundee, he badgered Dundee into letting him spar with Willie Pastrano, who was on his way to winning the light-heavyweight crown.


Dundee, who frowned on the idea of amateurs working with pros, finally agreed. After three minutes of watching the teenage Cassius use Pastrano’s face like a speed bag, Dundee shouted “Enough! Willie’s got a big fight coming up.”2


True, there were a few minor pitfalls on the way to Rome. Clay lost in the 1959 Pan-American Games Trials to lefthanded Amos Johnson, a mature fighter representing the Marines. He accepted the loss philosophically. “I just couldn’t figure him out,” he said.3


But he already had his eye on the biggest prize. In high school, a day-dreaming Clay would adorn the back of his jacket with bold lettering that read “Heavyweight Champion of the World”.


Middleweight Skeeter McClure, who became fast friends with Clay as they joined in dominating the pre-Olympic competition, soon realized the young Kentucky boxer was unique.


“The first time I saw him,” McClure told GQ magazine, “his pants were too short and his arms were too long for his sleeves. Even then he fought in an unorthodox way. He kept his hands down and threw only head punches. But he had great legs and great speed. To see a heavyweight move like that was really something.


“The next year we both made the team and went to Rome. One day, between bouts, he told me, ‘I’ve got 11 millionaires back in Louisville who are going to put up money for me. I’m going to make them rich and I’m going to be rich, and I’m going to become heavyweight champion of the world.’ I said ‘Yeah, right.’ In those days no one was putting that kind of money in a fighter’s kitty … One day after the Olympics, I was sitting at home eating breakfast. I opened the paper and there he was, Cassius Clay, with a roomful of millionaires.”4
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CASSIUS CLAY STANDS PROUDLY ON THE VICTORY STAND DISPLAYING HIS GOLD MEDAL AS 178-POUND OLYMPIC GAMES CHAMPION IN ROME.


Negotiations had already started in anticipation of Cassius winning the gold in the 178-pound division, a feat he would accomplish by beating Zbigniew Pietrzykowski of Poland, a three-time European champion and bronze medalist in the 1956 Olympics.


Pietrzykowski’s southpaw style confused Cassius in the opening round and the bell for the second round still saw the American trailing on the judges’ cards.


But the final round was a tour de force for the young Clay. As English journalist John Cottrell wrote, “In the final round he finally found his form, moving in and out with expert judgment, punching crisply and with perfect timing. This sharper, better-coordinated Clay stormed back with a torrent of combination punching that left Pietrzykowksi dazed. At the final bell the Pole was slumped helplessly on the ropes. There was no doubting the verdict.”5


Clay arrived home to a triumphant welcome. A motorcade carried the 18-year-old Olympic champion and his family to a celebration at his high school. One news story called the gold medal “the biggest prize a black boy has brought back to Louisville”. The gold medal, as folklore would have it, ultimately found its way to the bottom of the Ohio River, the result of young Cassius’s frustration with the continued bigotry displayed in his home town. Soon after his return, he was refused service at a hamburger joint. The story of the discarded prize is now considered apocryphal, but medals would soon be replaced by hard currency.


Cassius’s father had already rejected the entreaties of Joe Martin, a policeman who was his son’s original trainer and acting as a courier for tobacco millionaire, William Reynolds. Historians would claim Clay Sr.’s, decision was based on his hatred of white policemen, but his son was more repelled by Reynolds’s attitude. He felt he had been treated no better than a slave during a summer of working at the millionaire’s Louisville estate.


Instead, he turned to a group of 11 white men—ten of them millionaires representing most of the wealth in Kentucky. William Faversham, who made his fortune in whiskey, would head the group. Clay received a $10,000 signing bonus and a guaranteed $4,000 against future earnings for the first two years. All purses would be split in half the first four years and 60–40 thereafter.


It was hardly a King’s ransom and not worthy of the posed photo on the cover of Sports Illustrated depicting a wide-mouthed Cassius Clay seated in a bank vault atop a mountain of one million dollar bills. The caption read: “I’ll take my million and run.” In truth, it was just a small down payment on an unparalleled career.
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RETURNING FROM ROME, CASSIUS GETS A KISS FROM HIS MOTHER, ODESSA, WHILE HIS FATHER, CASSIUS SR, AND BROTHER, RUDY, LOOK ON.
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