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  FOREWORD

  INEVER THOUGHT OF MYSELF as great when I refused to go into the army. All I did was stand up for what I believed. There were people who thought the war in Vietnam was right. And those people, if they went to war, acted just as brave as I did. There were people who tried to put me in jail. Some of them were hypocrites, but others did what they thought was proper and I can’t condemn them for following their consciences either. People say I made a sacrifice, risking jail and my whole career. But God told Abraham to kill his son and Abraham was willing to do it, so why shouldn’t I follow what I believed? Standing up for my religion made me happy; it wasn’t a sacrifice. When people got drafted and sent to Vietnam and didn’t understand what the killing was about and came home with one leg and couldn’t get jobs, that was a sacrifice. But I believed in what I was doing, so no matter what the government did to me, it wasn’t a loss.

  Some people thought I was a hero. Some people said that what I did was wrong. But everything I did was according to my conscience. I wasn’t trying to be a leader. I just wanted to be free. And I made a stand all people, not just black people, should have thought about making, because it wasn’t just black people being drafted. The government had a system where the rich man’s son went to college, and the poor man’s son went to war. Then, after the rich man’s son got out of college, he did other things to keep him out of the army until he was too old to be drafted. So what I did was for me, but it was the kind of decision everyone has to make. Freedom means being able to follow your religion, but it also means carrying the responsibility to choose between right and wrong. So when the time came for me to make up my mind about going into the army, I knew people were dying in Vietnam for nothing and I knew I should live by what I thought was right. I wanted America to be America. And now the whole world knows that, so far as my own beliefs are concerned, I did what was right for me.

  —Muhammad Ali


  CHAPTER ONE:

  Louisville and the Lip

  THE GOLD MEDAL HADN’T LEFT his neck since he had received it at the 1960 Summer Olympics awards ceremony the day before. He ate with it, he slept with it, he showered with it, he lay on his back so it wouldn’t stab him during the night. Cassius Clay strutted around the Olympic Village in Rome showing off the medal to anybody he passed. “I’m the king, I’m the king,” he declared in the brash style that would soon become so familiar to so many. His fellow athletes from all over the world smiled and congratulated him—he had long since won them over with his infectious personality. “If there had been an election for mayor of the Olympic Village, Cassius would have won in a landslide,” remembers one teammate.

  Heading to the cafeteria, the eighteen-year-old boxer ran into a Russian reporter who decided Clay was worth a story, despite having vanquished a Soviet contender on his way to the title. But unlike those of the hundred or so reporters to whom the new champion had already granted interviews, the Russian’s questions had nothing to do with boxing. He wanted to know how Clay felt as a Negro representing the United States, where he was still treated as a second-class citizen.

  “The U.S.A. is the best country in the world, including yours,” came the response.

  Undeterred, the Russian proceeded to lecture his subject about one of the most popular topics in the Soviet media during that period. He reminded the young athlete about racial inequality and segregation in America. Clay refused to rise to the bait.

  “We have our problems, sure, but tell your readers we got qualified people working on that, and I’m not worried about the outcome.”

  Millions of words have been written by what journalist Robert Lipsyte calls “Ali-ologists” analyzing, puzzling over, and attempting to explain how the boxer involved in that three-minute exchange of patriotism could within a decade become a national pariah, labelled a traitor and almost sent to prison—all because at some point he started to worry about the outcome.

  The most logical and most facile explanation is supplied by Muhammad Ali himself in his 1975 autobiography, The Greatest.

  Long before even going to Rome, Clay had dreamt about the homecoming he would receive returning to Louisville, Kentucky, as Olympic champion. By the time of the Games, he had already begun to compose the doggerel that would become his trademark. On the flight across the Atlantic he penned a little poem anticipating the greeting he had fantasized about for so many years.

  HOW CASSIUS TOOK ROME

  BY CASSIUS CLAY JR.

  
    To make America the greatest is my goal

    So I beat the Russian, and I beat the Pole

    And for the USA won the Medal of Gold.

    Italians said, “You’re greater than the Cassius of old.

    We like your name, we like your game

    So make Rome your home if you will.”

    I said I appreciate kind hospitality

    But the USA is my country still

    Cause they’re waiting to welcome me in Louisville.

  

  The welcome, when it finally occurred, didn’t disappoint. It included marching bands, red-white-and-blue streamers and, eventually, a reception by the mayor. “I was deeply proud of having represented America on a world stage,” Ali would later write. “To me the gold medal was more than a symbol of what I had achieved for myself and my country; there was something I expected the medal to achieve for me. And during those first days of homecoming it seemed to be doing exactly that.”

  At the city hall reception, the mayor put his arms around the returning hometown-hero-made-good and declared, “He’s our own boy, Cassius, our next world champion. Anything you want in town’s yours. You hear that?” Afterwards, he told reporters, “If all young people could handle themselves as well as Clay does, we wouldn’t have juvenile problems.”

  The mayor’s promise echoing in his head, Clay and a friend decided to grab a bite to eat later that evening at a local diner. Like many establishments in Louisville at the time, the diner was for “whites only.” But the gold medal would solve that, Cassius told his friend as they sat at the counter and placed their order: two hamburgers and two vanilla milkshakes.

  It wasn’t the first time they had eaten at the diner. Once for Halloween, they’d had a seamstress make a couple of African turbans and flowing gowns. They paraded downtown, talking “foreign English” and getting themselves admitted to “whites only” establishments. Once they were stopped at a movie house by a suspicious doorman until the white manager intervened, saying, “It’s all right. They ain’t Negroes.”

  But this was the first time they had entered a segregated establishment as “homegrown” Negroes, and the reaction was swift. The waitress bent down and whispered in Clay’s ear, “We can’t serve you here.”

  “Miss,” he responded politely, believing she didn’t recognize him. “I’m Cassius Clay. The Olympic champion.” His friend proudly pulled the medal from under Clay’s T-shirt and adjusted the red-,white-, and-blue- ribbon. He turned the medal around to show the Italian word PUGILATO embossed on the back.

  Impressed, the waitress walked over to the owner and spoke in a hushed whisper.

  “I don’t care who he is. We don’t serve no niggers!”

  The other diners kept their heads down. The only eyes that would meet his were those of the old black woman working in the kitchen, who looked at him sadly.

  His friend stared in disbelief. “They don’t really know who you are,” he kept saying. “They just don’t know you’re the champion. I ain’t scared to tell them.” Like an announcer in the ring, he said, “Folks, this is the champion! Louisville’s Olympic champion. Just back from Italy.”

  “Ronnie, shut up,” Clay urged. “Don’t beg! Don’t beg!”

  He walked out the door and headed for the nearby Jefferson County Bridge. Walking to the middle of the span, Cassius removed the gold medal from around his neck and dropped it into the dark depths of the Ohio River.

  This incident would neatly encapsulate Ali’s sense of betrayal at the contradictions of the American dream. How could he have pride in representing a country in which he couldn’t even order a hamburger where he wanted?

  Unfortunately, it never happened. The diner episode was concocted by a ghostwriter named Richard Durham who was looking for just such an anecdote to explain in a thousand words the enigma of a man not easily explained. The truth was somewhat more complicated.
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  For the black community of Louisville in the 1940s and’50s when Ali was growing up as Cassius Clay, Jim Crow was not as pervasive as it was in the deeper South—places like Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, where lynchings were an ever-present threat. Kentuckians served their racism with a gentler touch. But it was always on the menu.

  “We were immersed in discrimination,” recalls Ali’s first cousin Coretta Bather. “Louisville was a very segregated town. The whites never let you forget your place. I had a friend in Georgia who used to talk about how she was afraid to look white folks in the eye. It was never that bad for us, but it was everywhere. There were a lot of shops we couldn’t even go in downtown. We could mop their floors but we couldn’t buy anything. The ones who would take our money still let us know what they thought of us. I remember Sears, Roebuck had two water fountains labeled ‘whites only’and‘colored only.’”

  Blacks sat in the back of the bus and in the balcony of the movie theater if they were allowed in at all. The best movies showed at the Loews, the Brown, the Strand. They were for whites only, as were the prettiest parks and the public swimming pools.

  For Cassius Marcellus Clay Sr., the segregation of Louisville was part of everyday life. Like most blacks, he didn’t believe anything could be done to change it. His particular beef with the white establishment came from his conviction that they had thwarted his artistic ambitions. A prolific landscape artist, Cassius Sr. couldn’t sell his artworks and had to resort to sign painting to earn his living. Turn down Market Street and you were greeted by a big sign reading KING CARL’S THREE ROOMS OF NEW FURNITURE with the immaculate lettering that announced it as one of Old Cash’s creations. When you saw A. B. HARRIS M.D., DELIVERIES AND FEMALE DISORDERS, you knew you were on Dumesnil Street.

  There was nothing modest about Cassius Sr., who regularly declared, “I am the Greatest” to anybody who would listen. Years later, his son would adopt this boast as his own personal motto. By all accounts, in fact, his paintings were rather mediocre, but his sign-painting abilities were unrivalled.

  Each night at the dinner table, his family would listen to Cassius Sr. rail at the many injustices suffered by Negroes. For a time, he embraced the ideas of radical black nationalist Marcus Garvey and his calls for racial pride but he stopped short of endorsing Garvey’s “Back to Africa” philosophy.

  Years later, describing his childhood in Louisville, Ali lamented that “too many colored people wanted to be white.” When Cassius Jr. was born in 1942 and his brother Rudy two years later, their father was determined that his sons wouldn’t be among those people.

  “Why can’t I be rich?” young Cassius would ask his father as he saw the elegant Louisville whites flaunting their fancy cars and expensive clothes. “Look there,” said the father, pointing to his brown hands, “that’s why you can’t be rich.”

  This reality was driven home one day when his mother Odessa, in an experience she would describe over and over again years later, took five-year-old Cassius downtown on a hot summer day. As the sun blazed down, the little boy started crying for a drink of water outside Woolworth’s five-and-dime, at which blacks were allowed to shop but couldn’t eat at the lunch counter. She took him in and asked the clerk for some water, only to be told, “If we serve Negroes in here, we lose our jobs.”

  Biographer David Remnick, in his thorough account of Ali’s early years, King of the World, describes such incidents as the “accumulated slights of mid-century American Apartheid.”

  Around the same time, young Cassius asked his father, “Daddy, I go to the grocery and the grocery man is white. I go to the drugstore and the drugstore man’s white. The bus driver’s white. What do the colored people do?”

  Odessa Clay took odd jobs as a maid in the houses of rich white Louisville families. She would get up at the crack of dawn, take a bus to the white part of town, and spend the day cooking, cleaning toilets, and looking after children. It was menial and, at four dollars a day, low-paying work. But the fact that the Clays were a two-income family has prompted most of Muhammad Ali’s biographers to describe him as a product of the black middle class. Ali vigorously disputes this characterization. “The truth is that most of my life in Louisville was one of poverty—semi-poverty,” he writes in his autobiography. “While there was a black middle class in Louisville, even some affluent blacks, and the neighborhoods were not as ghetto-looking as in some big cities, my part of the Clay family was not among them until my ring earnings made it possible.”

  Black Louisville is divided into three sections. The worst part of town, the slums, is the East End, known as “Snake Town.” The black middle class lives in the “California Area,” and the most populated, where the Clays lived, is the West End. Blacks quickly learned where they could and could not go.

  “Growing up,” Rudy (Rahaman) Clay later recalled, “the only problems Muhammad and I had with whites were if we were walking in a certain part of town. If we were in the wrong place, white boys would come up in a car and say, ‘Hey, nigger, what are you doing here?’”

  One of the most often-told anecdotes about the young Cassius Clay—and one of the most printed after he became known nationwide—was his habit of racing the bus to school every morning. He would tell people he was running to get into fight condition because he was going to be heavyweight champion one day. Years later, he confided the real reason. There was seldom enough money for his brother and him to both have bus fare to school. As the oldest, he let Rudy ride and he would run, too proud to reveal why.

  Today Ali describes his family life as close-knit and loving but the Louisville police blotter indicates a certain discord. Odessa was forced to call the police at least three times to protect her from her husband, usually when he was drinking heavily. Cassius Sr. was arrested four times for reckless driving, twice for disorderly conduct, and twice for assault and battery. Ali, however, insists that his father never touched him.

  According to a member of the family, Cassius Sr. was “a mean drunk. He took out his frustrations as a failed artist and could get very violent. His wife wouldn’t put up with it and would throw him out of the house for days at a time. But he’d turn on that charm of his and she’d always take him back.”

  Stories still abound in Louisville about another of Cash’s bad habits, his womanizing. Ali later acknowledged his father’s philandering ways, calling him “a playboy with an eye for the ladies.” What effect this all had on the young Cassius is a matter of speculation. Their relationship over the years ranged from coolness to estrangement to an uneasy detente, but in interviews Ali always gives his father his due for “making me what I am.”

  His relationship with his mother Odessa was much closer. She called him “G.G.,” he called her “Bird” and the two would spend hours playing games or reading the bible. It’s as if they were creating their own oasis from the harsh realities of life with Cassius Sr. and the world outside their door.

  In 1954, when Cassius Clay was twelve, the United States Supreme Court handed down the historic Brown vs. Board of Education decision desegregating American schools. The judgment had a ripple effect throughout the South but didn’t have much of an impact on the young Clay, who would attend all-black schools throughout his youth.

  At around the same time Brown heralded a new era for American blacks, an event took place more than eight thousand miles away that would prove to have a much greater impact on the future of Muhammad Ali.

  In May, French forces in Indochina were surrounded by the communist guerrilla army of Ho Chi Minh at the battle of Dien Bien Phu and forced to surrender. The resulting peace agreement led to the partition of the country into North and South Vietnam. It was the height of the Cold War. Senator Joe McCarthy was in the last stages of his witch hunt. Members of Congress were urging President Eisenhower to send U.S. troops to the region to beat back the communist threat before a domino effect could engulf Asia in a Red tide.

  In America, this drumbeat towards war was raising alarm bells for the black actor, singer, and activist Paul Robeson, who expressed his views on potential American involvement.

  “Shall Negro sharecroppers from Mississippi be sent to shoot brown-skinned peasants in Vietnam—to serve the interests of those who oppose Negro liberation at home and colonial freedom abroad?” asked Robeson in a remarkably prescient speech. Robeson, himself a former All-American athlete during his days at Rutgers University, would later be persecuted by the American government, labeled a traitor, and have his passport taken away for supposed un-American activities. Today Ali claims he had never heard of Robeson during this period.

  Ali lore traces the beginnings of his rise as the greatest boxer in history to an incident—“the incident”—which took place in October of that year. Cassius Jr. had just received a brand new bike as a present from his parents—a red-and-white Schwinn. Its cost? Sixty dollars, which may explain later descriptions of Ali as a product of the black middle class. In fact, Cassius Sr. had just won a lucrative sign-painting contract and was eager to share his largesse with the family after a long period of austerity.

  Eager to try out and show off his new bike, Cassius and a friend rode downtown to a black bazaar called the Louisville Home Show. The merchants were giving out free popcorn and candy and the two boys spent most of the afternoon feasting on junk food. When it was time to leave, they returned to the side of the building where they had left their bikes. The new Schwinn was gone.

  Clay was fit to be tied. The usually easygoing youngster erupted in fury and started to yell for a policeman. Somebody told him there was an officer downstairs in the auditorium, which housed the Columbia Gym. In tears, he stormed down to the basement and came face-to-face with Joe Martin, an off-duty Louisville policeman who trained young boxers in his spare time. He demanded Martin arrest whoever had stolen his bike. “He said he was gonna whup whoever stole it,” Martin later recalled. “And I brought up the subject, I said, ‘Well, you better learn how to fight before you start challenging people that you’re gonna whup.’” He invited Cassius back to the gym for some lessons.

  The twelve-year-old boy was an unlikely prospect for boxing lessons. Painfully skinny at only eighty-nine pounds, he had never shown any signs of aggression before the bike was stolen.

  When he walked into the gym a few days later to take Martin up on his offer, he knew he had found his calling. “When I was eight and ten years old, I’d walk out of my house at two in the morning, and look up at the sky for an angel or a revelation or God telling me what to do. I never got the answer. Then my bike got stolen and I started boxing and it was like God telling me that boxing was my responsibility,” Ali told Thomas Hauser in the definitive biography/oral history His Life and Times.

  Six weeks after joining Martin’s gym, Cassius made his ring debut and won a three-round decision over another beginner named Ronnie O’Keefe. When the referee raised his arm to signal Clay had triumphed, the victorious boxer shouted to the crowd the words which would soon become a familiar refrain. “I’m gonna be the greatest of all time!” And he was going to do whatever he had to do to ensure the words were no idle boast. From then on, Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. was a study in determination. Each morning he rose at 4:30 A.M. and ran five miles. For breakfast, he would down a quart of milk mixed with two raw eggs. He went everywhere carrying a solution of bottled water mixed with garlic, insisting it would keep his health perfect. When his mother questioned his unusual eating habits, he told her he was going to be the champion and buy her a big house one day.

  While his friends experimented with drugs and alcohol, Cassius refused to do anything that might jeopardize his goals. The closest he ever came to a vice, he later admitted, was taking the cap off a gas tank and smelling the gas for a hallucinogenic sensation. “Boxing kept me out of trouble,” he says.

  He didn’t have much use for other sports. He tried tennis a few times and wasn’t bad but football definitely wasn’t for him. “I tried it once, that’s all,” he says. “They gave me the ball and tackled me. My helmet hit the ground, pow! No sir. You got to get hit in that game, it’s too tough. You don’t have to get hit in boxing, people don’t understand that.”

  Elsewhere, in the wake of Brown vs. Board of Education, a fuse was being ignited. A year after Clay first stepped into the ring, a black woman named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat and move to the back of a city bus in Montgomery, Alabama, prompting the Montgomery Bus Boycott and raising a young preacher named Martin Luther King Jr. to national prominence.

  Today Ali claims he wasn’t paying much attention to King’s activities. “I was too focused on boxing to follow all that stuff,” he says. As he racked up victory after victory in the amateur ranks, the struggle for integration was beginning in earnest. For the black community of Louisville, even then, King and his new movement were being watched closely.

  “We followed King and the bus boycott pretty much from the beginning,” recalls Ali’s cousin Coretta. “What he was doing was exciting. Remember, Louisville wasn’t as bad as Montgomery, but we had to sit in the back of the bus too. We needed the voice, we needed the leadership. I guess Ali was pretty caught up in his career to follow King. Some people think that’s why he never really took to the whole integration cause.” The one time he marched in an integration rally, Ali remembers today, somebody dumped a bucket of water over his head.

  But if Dr. King’s activities failed to capture the imagination of the young Clay, it wasn’t because he was unaware of the turmoil spreading throughout the South. Three months before Rosa Parks was arrested, Cassius Clay Sr. came home shaken one day with a copy of the national black magazine Jet, insisting his sons look at it. “This is what they do to us,” he repeated over and over.

  Inside, young Cassius and Rudy were shocked to see a number of gruesome photos showing the mutilated corpse of a young black boy.

  In August 1955, Emmett Till was a fourteen-year-old black northerner from a middle-class neighborhood on the South Side of Chicago. His mother had relatives in the small town of Money, Mississippi, population 350. Her uncle Mose suggested she send Emmett down to visit for a couple of weeks to get some fresh air and down-home cooking before school started.

  Mamie Till Bradley was nervous about sending her son to the heart of the Deep South. Chicago wasn’t exactly a model of race relations—its neighborhoods were segregated, Emmett himself went to an all-Negro school, and blacks were discriminated against on a daily basis. But Emmett had a few white friends, and the city had recently seen a number of intermarriages, which were heavily frowned upon but reluctantly tolerated by blacks and whites.

  In contrast, the Mississippi Delta was the heart of Southern Jim Crow society. Four hundred sixty blacks had been lynched in the state since the Civil War, and the state’s elected officials were committed racists who vowed to oppose integration at every turn. The governor, J. P. Coleman, had recently declared blacks unfit to vote. And the Brown desegregation decision the year before had put the state in a fighting mood. In fact, Mississippi Senator James Eastland asserted that the decision had “destroyed the Constitution” and Mississippi was not obliged to obey it. State senator Walter Givhan claimed the real purpose of the NAACP’s campaign to end school desegregation was “to open the bedroom doors of our white women to Negro men.”

  It was into this climate that a nervous Mamie Bradley packed off her son one August day. But not before she cautioned him “not to fool with white people down there.” Emmett was known to be a bit brash and fun-loving, and she warned him against his usual sass. “If you have to get on your knees and bow when a white person goes past, do it willingly,” she told him.

  The first few days of his visit were uneventful. He hung out with his cousin Simeon and went fishing with his great uncle Mose. He couldn’t help notice the differences between his Northern friends and relatives and these new kinfolk who were openly fearful of whites and consciously subservient, answering “Ya suh” and “Naw suh” when they were spoken to. It was an oppressive atmosphere for the young teenager, but he was determined not to demean himself.

  One day, hanging out with his cousin and some friends in front of Bryant’s general store, Emmett—who was known as a prankster—took a picture of a white girl out of his wallet and showed it around, announcing “that’s my girl.”

  His friends were skeptical. They told him there was a pretty white woman working in the store at that moment and dared Emmett to go inside and talk to her. Accepting the challenge, he went inside and bought some candy. On the way out, he turned to her and said loudly so his friends could hear, “Bye, baby.” One witness inside the store claimed Emmett had whistled at her.

  The sales clerk’s husband, Roy Bryant, was out of town trucking shrimp. When he came back three days later and heard the story, he paid a visit to the hut of Emmett’s great uncle Mose Wright, accompanied by his brother-in-law J. W. Milam. “We come to get the boy who done the talkin’,” they announced.

  Mose told them Emmett was just a visiting Northerner unaccustomed to the ways of the South. He tried to convince them to let him off with a “good whipping.”

  Unimpressed, they dragged Emmett out of the hut and dumped him in the back seat of the car, where they drove him to the nearby Tallahatchee River. At their destination, they made him carry a 75-pound cotton gin fan to the riverbank, ordered him to strip, beat him with a pipe, gouged out his eye, and then shot him in the head. They dumped the body into the river, where it was found so badly mangled that Mose Wright could only identify his nephew’s remains from his ring.

  The body was brought back to Chicago, where authorities wanted to bury it immediately. But Emmett’s mother was determined to have an open casket funeral so the “world would see what they did to my boy.” Hundreds of thousands of mourners came to view the body, photos were printed in the black press, white editorialists around the country condemned the savage act, and the resulting publicity captured the imagination of Americans.

  When the two men went on trial for murder, the case was closely watched across America. Lynchings were commonplace throughout the South, but this was the murder of a child. The trial took place in the nearby town of Sumner, whose ironic motto was “A Good Place to Raise a Boy.” Despite the testimony of Mose Wright, who bravely identified the men who kidnapped his nephew—knowing the risks of testifying against the white defendants—the men were acquitted of the crime and set free.

  The verdict shocked a nation and is widely credited as a catalyst for the imminent civil rights movement.

  For the young Cassius Clay, it was a traumatic event. “I felt a deep kinship to him when I learned he was born the same year and day I was,” he would write. In fact, Clay was six months older, but the Till incident unquestionably had a deep impact on him and he has brought it up several times in subsequent years. In his autobiography, he describes his reaction to the verdict, although many believe this is another concoction like the diner incident, designed for effect by the ghostwriter.

  “I couldn’t get Emmett out of my mind, until one evening I thought of a way to get back at white people for his death ….It was late at night when we reached the old railroad station on Louisville’s West Side. I remember a poster of a thin white man in striped pants and a top hat who pointed at us above the words UNCLE SAM WANTS YOU. We stopped and hurled stones at it ….” He and his friend then sabotaged the railroad track, running away as a train ripped up the railway ties.

  It is possible this incident happened, and Ali insists it did. But the next words of his autobiography stretch credulity and are clearly fiction. “It took two days to get up enough nerve to go back there. A work crew was still cleaning up the debris. And the man in the poster was still pointing. I always knew that sooner or later he would confront me, and I would confront him.”

  While Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights pioneers fought for racial justice, however, Cassius Clay just kept fighting one opponent after another in the ring, racking up amateur victory after victory, including six Kentucky Golden Gloves championships, two National Golden Gloves tournaments, and two National Amateur titles before he was eighteen. Those around him were already detecting a special quality in and out of the ring. “You could see that the little smart aleck—I mean, he’s always been sassy—had a lot of potential,” recalled Joe Martin, the Louisville policeman who taught the young Cassius to box and continued to cultivate the fighter. “He stood out because he had more determination than most boys. He was a kid willing to make the sacrifices necessary to achieve something worthwhile in sports. I realized it was almost impossible to discourage him. He was easily the hardest worker of any kid I ever taught.”

  His hard work in the ring didn’t translate to the classroom, where his marks were below average. All he could think about, he says, was his boxing career. “In school, sometimes I’d pretend they were announcing my name over the loudspeaker system, saying, ‘Cassius Clay, heavyweight champion of the world.’”

  One often-told story has it that some of his teachers, unimpressed with their poor student’s athletic ability, wanted to fail him, but the school principal, Atwood Wilson, wouldn’t hear of it. It was obvious that Cassius was going places, and he wasn’t going to stand in the way. At a faculty meeting one day, Wilson silenced the talk of failing the school’s young star. “Cassius is not going to fail in my school,” he announced. “One day the greatest claim to fame of Central High will be that we produced Cassius Clay. If every teacher in this room fails him, he’s still not going to fail, not in my school. I’m going to say I taught him and I’m going to be proud.”

  Those who knew him at the time came to have a very different impression than the fans who were coming out in increasing numbers to watch Clay box. “Cassius was a very easy-to-get-along-with fellow,” recalled Joe Martin’s wife Christine who would drive him to bouts. “He was very easy to handle, very polite. Whatever you asked him to do, that’s what he’d do. On trips, most of the boys were out looking around, seeing what they could get into, whistling at pretty girls. But Cassius didn’t believe in that. He carried his Bible everywhere he went, and while the other boys were out looking around, he was sitting and reading his Bible.”

  Her description would have come as quite a surprise to those who saw him box. Already he was being dubbed the “Louisville Lip” by the media and the fans who were witnessing the evolution of his brash style. Each Saturday night, Clay’s bouts were televised on a local TV show called “Tomorrow’s Champions,” and thousands would see Cassius taunt his opponents with cries of “You can’t lay a glove on me, I’m the Greatest.” Before a match, he would pay a visit to his opponents’ dressing rooms and hone the psychological warfare that would infuriate his future professional nemeses. “I’m going to whup you and you’re going to beg me to stop,” he warned them.

  When he came into the arena for a match, the crowds would root against him, yelling for his opponent to “Whip the Lip.” One night he told a local reporter that his opponent wouldn’t last one round, reciting a poem to make his point.

  
    This guy must be done

    I’ll stop him in one

  

  Sure enough, the fight lasted less than a minute and a new tradition was born, calling the round. His predictions didn’t always pan out, but that didn’t matter; the mystique was growing.

  Amateur boxing official Chuck Bodak, who coached at the Golden Gloves tournaments, recalled the impression Clay made on him. “You had to be blind not to see how good this kid was. I told his mother once, ‘Cassius must be from outer space, because I’ve never seen anyone like him in my life.’”

  Clay himself certainly saw it. The day after out-of-town tournaments, people staying at the same hotel as the young boxer remember buying newspapers and finding the sports section missing. Cassius would be up in his room with a scissors and fifteen sports sections, cutting his own picture out of each one.

  By 1960, Clay had proven himself as one of the best amateur boxers in the country but was still a relative unknown in the media. The Olympics could change that, but first he had to get by the trials, which would be held in California. And that meant taking his first airplane trip, a bumpy, turbulence-ridden flight that left the usually supremely confident Clay with white knuckles. He prevailed at the Olympic trials and qualified to represent the United States in Rome. But that meant an even longer flight, and Clay was determined never to set foot on another airplane. Nobody could change his mind. His friends and family implored him to gó, arguing this was his big chance. Joe Martin finally appealed to his dream. “I finally took him out to Central Park in Louisville and we had a long talk for a couple of hours and I calmed him down and convinced him if he wanted to be heavyweight champion of the world, that he had to go to Rome and win the Olympics,” Martin later recalled.

  The world was about to be introduced to one of the century’s most unforgettable characters.

  Much has been written about Clay in Rome, strutting around the Olympic Village, making friends with athletes who didn’t even speak his language, impressing the media with his unique style and personality. But beyond the brashness, the jollity, the confidence, at least one witness saw something beneath the surface of Clay’s act, something almost messianic. Skeeter McClure was a fellow member of the U.S. boxing team, and Clay’s roommate in Rome. The two had met several times at tournaments, and Cassius had even visited McClure’s home in Ohio for a meal after a match. “When I first saw him when he came to our home in Toledo, his pants were up at his ankles, his sports coat was too short, but it’s like the clothing was irrelevant because he glowed,” McClure told Thomas Hauser. “It’s like there was a star when he was born that fated him to do what he was going to do and to have an impact on mankind around the globe, and there’s nothing that he could have done to prevent it and nothing he could have done to make it happen.”
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  But if there was a star guiding the boxer’s destiny, it seemed to many that for the next decade it was taking him in the wrong direction.

  In 1960 boxing was still a dirty business, populated by mobsters and corrupt to its core. Countless congressional and media investigations uncovered ties between organized crime and boxing’s leading promoters, managers, and fighters. From the 1940s until his arrest in 1959—and from prison for years thereafter—a petty New York hood named Frankie Carbo virtually controlled boxing, including its mecca, Madison Square Garden. Fights were fixed, boxing writers supplemented their meager salaries with weekly envelopes filled with cash courtesy of Carbo, and many of the country’s greatest fighters, including Joe Louis, ended up penniless while the mob reaped the benefits.

  When Cassius Clay returned from Rome with his gold medal and a reputation, Cassius Clay Sr.—savvy to the sport’s reputation—was determined for his son to end up in the right hands. He located a West End lawyer to safeguard his son’s interests and was ready to start taking offers, which were already pouring in.

  “There were a lot of people who wanted to take him over when he came back from the Olympics,” recalled the elder Clay years later, “And I saw he could take care of himself in the ring, but I wanted to see he was well taken care of out of it too. He was underage, and didn’t know how to handle himself in business.”

  The most attractive of these offers came from a group of eleven white Louisville businessmen, who called themselves the Louisville Sponsoring Group. The group represented a who’s who of old-line Kentucky breeding. Ali called them the “men with the connections and the complexions.” There were the oil tycoons J. D. Coleman; the steel baron Elbert Sutcliffe; the refined horse breeder Patrick Calhoun Jr., who admitted, “What I know about boxing you can put in your eye;” and plenty of tobacco and whiskey money thrown in to the mix.

  None of these men needed the money, to be sure, but most of them regarded it as a bit of a lark—the chance to attach themselves to a hometown hero and have a bit of fun. Cassius Clay and his father, of course, couldn’t meet to discuss the terms at the exclusive Pendennis Club, to which all of the Sponsoring Group’s members belonged. The only way they could enter that Louisville institution would be by the back door as janitors or busboys.

  The group represented its motivation as purely magnanimous, but one of its members, Vertner Smith, while having a drink with a reporter from Sports Illustrated one day, let slip his real aims.

  “Let me give you the official line—we are behind Cassius Clay to improve the breed of boxing; to do something nice for a deserving, well-behaved Louisville boy; and finally to save him from the jaws of the hoodlum jackals. I think it’s fifty percent true, but also fifty percent hokum. What I want to do, like a few others, is to make a bundle of money.”

  Each member of the syndicate contributed $2,800, a paltry sum for them, even by 1960 standards, so they didn’t have a lot to lose. Whatever their motivations, the contract they offered Clay was extremely generous and certainly met his father’s objectives of safeguarding the fighter’s interests. He was to receive a $10,000 signing bonus and a guaranteed draw of $4,000 a year against earnings. The group would underwrite all travel and training expenses and they would split earnings fifty-fifty. To safeguard Clay’s future, 15 percent of all income would be set aside into a pension fund that he couldn’t touch until age thirty-five or his retirement from boxing. It was a long way from Frankie Carbo.

  Louisville is, of course, the home of the famed Kentucky Derby. Each member of the Sponsoring Group had at some time or another been involved with racehorses. But if the men thought their new acquisition could be controlled by pulling on his reins, they were in for a surprise.


  CHAPTER TWO:

  Those Who Came Before

  ALL SPORT CAN BE SEEN AS A METAPHOR, even a proxy, for conflict and war. But none comes closer to fulfilling that metaphor—its superficial role as athletic competition to become something bigger, a more potent symbol—than boxing. From the days when gladiators fought to the death in the middle of packed Roman coliseums as part of a carefully orchestrated strategy to keep the people from revolting, organized combat between two men has transcended mere sport.

  Boxing historian Budd Schulberg has observed that just as the people get the government they deserve, each era gets the heavyweight boxing champion it deserves, one who reflects the social and political currents of the day. To take his theory a step further, it can be argued that the history of black heavyweight champions has always mirrored the history of American race relations.

  For Muhammad Ali, who was about to irrevocably shape his own era, there were two forebears who illustrated Schulberg’s maxim perfectly, whose careers would serve as precursors for his own.

  The first black boxers were plantation slaves who fought each other in vicious, anything-goes matches for the amusement of the slaveholders and the other slaves. In the most celebrated interplantation matches, the slaves gave everything they had in pursuit of the victory prize—their freedom. Nineteenth century African-American philosopher Frederick Douglass described these matches as “among the most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in keeping down the spirit of insurrection.” At the peak of his career, Muhammad Ali captured Douglass’s skepticism in describing how he felt when he performed for the crowd: “We’re just like two slaves in that ring. The masters get two of us big old black slaves and let us fight it out while they bet: ‘My slave can whup your slave.’ That’s what I see when I see two black people fighting.”

  Following the Civil War and the liberal abolitionist spirit that accompanied it, blacks made significant gains in the sporting arena. Even in the South, where Reconstruction forced their temporary acceptance as full citizens, Blacks were integrated into most major sports. But the end of Reconstruction in the 1880s saw a rapid turnaround in the way Americans viewed Blacks. Suddenly, as historian Frederic Jaher observed, “Court decisions, legislative and executive actions, publicly and privately sanctioned terrorism, the ‘findings’of biologists and social scientists, and the metaphors of writers and movie makers denied blacks economic opportunities, separated them from whites in all but servile interactions, and stigmatized them as childlike brutes genetically incapable of participating in civilized society.”

  Athletics was one of the first segments of American society to feel the changing attitudes. Blacks were formally barred from most sporting institutions because it was believed their victories over whites would significantly undermine the growing arguments about their inferiority.

  The impact was profound: fourteen of the fifteen jockeys in the 1875 Kentucky Derby were black; by 1911, however, Blacks were completely barred from the race. Despite the widely held notion that Jackie Robinson was the first black to break baseball’s color barrier, there were in fact several prominent Black Major League players during the 1870s. Yet the next decade saw the institution of segregation on the nation’s diamonds, a baseball apartheid that would last nearly seventy years. As early as 1809, the former slave Tom Molineaux had fought for the heavyweight boxing championship. By the end of the century, however, white champions routinely insisted on only fighting men of their own color.

  There was no rule per se that Blacks could not fight for the heavyweight championship. But a succession of champions, the most celebrated personalities of their era, simply refused to fight a black man. From John L. Sullivan, the first boxer to defend the title under the Marquis of Queensbury rules, to Jim Corbett, to Bob Fitzsimmons, no champion would risk his prestige by losing to a lowly Negro, although blacks could still contest the crown of lower divisions. This informal ban lasted for more than two decades, until 1905, when the so-called “golden age of boxing” came to an end with the retirement of the champion Jim Jeffries.

  Jeffries’s departure from the sport is considered by some as the end of the greatest era of boxing. It also set the stage for the man who would shake America to its foundations.

  After the retirement of Jeffries, the championship was won by a journeyman Canadian named Tommy Burns. Boxing had lost its lustre and the crop of white contenders was mediocre, failing to entice the fans that had turned out in droves to see the colorful personalities of the previous era. While there was clearly no white contender worthy of a title bout, and more importantly none who could attract the kind of gate that would make a promoter take notice, there was one fighter whose feats were gaining widespread attention.

  Jack Johnson was born in 1880 to former slaves in Galveston, Texas. In the fifth grade, he dropped out of school to do odd jobs and help support his six siblings. After beating up a local bully, he began training to box, and by 1897 he had turned professional. From 1902 to 1907, Johnson won more than fifty matches, most of them against other black boxers. But in 1906 he fought Bob Fitzsimmons, the ex-heavyweight champion, and knocked him out. None of the boxers who had succeeded Fitzsimmons would agree to fight Johnson because of his color.

  After Burns won the crown in 1906, there was a growing chorus of voices arguing that Johnson deserved a chance at the title. Confident that Johnson, nicknamed “Little Arthur,” would easily be handled by his racially superior foe—“the match will set to rest for all time the matter of fistic supremacy between white race and colored”—the New York Sun chided Burns to accept Johnson’s challenge. Finally, Burns relented.

  The bout was to be fought in Australia, so the expected American outrage over a fight between a black challenger and a white champion was somewhat tempered. Still, feelings ran strong. Jack London, author of Call of the Wild, is best known as an adventure novelist and a fervent socialist. But he was also one of America’s greatest boxing aficionados and would frequently cover matches for the New York Herald. Sent to Australia to cover the Johnson-Burns bout, scheduled for Christmas Day, 1908, London signaled the attitude of most Americans in his pre-fight dispatches. “I am with Burns all the way,” he wrote. “He is a white man and so am I. Naturally I want to see the white man win.”

  London and millions of white Americans were shocked at the result. It was bad enough that Johnson displayed a complete mastery over the hapless Burns, knocking him out in the fourteenth round. But the way he did it made things much worse. The challenger continuously taunted Burns, a smile on his face as he toyed with the champion, dancing around, jeering for his opponent to “come get me.” Sixty years later, these kinds of tactics would infuriate boxing fans when employed by Muhammad Ali, who would claim to be the reincarnation of Johnson. But in 1908, reports of this kind of behavior by a Negro sent the nation into a blind rage. One letter to the editor called Johnson’s victory “a calamity in this country worse than the San Francisco earthquake.”

  The search began in earnest for a “white hope” who could put Johnson in his place. In his report on the Burns match, London implored the former champion Jim Jeffries to come out of retirement and restore the title to white America. A series of mediocre white contenders came forward to challenge Johnson in 1909 and he knocked out each one in succession, delivering a taunt with every punch.

  By the end of the year, cries for a Jeffries fight had reached a fevered pitch, with London leading the charge, describing the retired champion as the “chosen representative of the white race.”

  Finally, the financial lure proved too much for Jeffries to resist. Anticipating the largest gate in the history of prizefighting, a sleazy promoter named Tex Rickard offered him a huge sum of money to take on Johnson. Announcing that he was succumbing to “that portion of the white race that has been looking for me to defend its racial superiority,” Jeffries signed on for the fight.

  Rickard was anxious to exploit the growing racial fear and hostility of Americans, and he heavily promoted the fight as a battle for racial supremacy. The nation was whipped into a frenzy. Editorial cartoons portrayed Johnson as a gorilla or a watermelon-eating brute and Jeffries as a Superman. From pulpits all over the nation, ministers took up the theme that the fight would be the salvation of white pride. One Baltimore minister warned his congregation that a Johnson victory would make it unsafe for white women and children to walk the streets. The three-time Democratic presidential nominee and fundamentalist Christian William Jennings Bryan telegraphed Jeffries before the fight: “God will forgive everything you do to that nigger in this fight… Jeff, God is with you.”

  The fight—and the hooplah leading up to it—was sending shock waves through the west coast. Originally scheduled to take place in San Francisco, it was moved to Reno, Nevada, after fifty ministers held a prayer vigil at the California State Capitol to convince the governor to reject the controversial bout.

  But overwhelmingly, the country was hypnotized by the promotion of the fight as an epic duel between black and white. A song was penned by Dorothy Forrester in a typical vaudeville Italian-style dialect, popular in those days, capturing the mood of the country:

  
    Commence right away to get into condish

    An’you punch-a da bag-a day and night

    An’-a-din pretty soon, when you meet-a da coon,

    You knock-a him clear out of sight.

    Chorus: Who’s dat man wid-a hand like da bunch-a

    banan!

    It’s da Jim-a-da-Jeff oh! da Jim-a-da-Jejf,

    Who give-a da Jack Jonce one-a little-a tap?

    Who make-a him take-a one big-a long nap?

    Who wipe-a da Africa off-a da map?

    It’s da Jim-a-da-Jeff!

  

  White Americans weren’t the only ones aware of the symbolic implications of the fight. The black press used the match as a rallying cry against thirty years of backwards progress for Negro Americans. The Chicago Defender assured its readers that Johnson would be fighting “Race Hatred,” “Prejudice” and “Negro Persecution.” In a sermon the Sunday before the match, the black Chicagoan Reverend William Ransom declared that the match had deep significance in the struggle for Negro advancement. “The darker races of mankind, and the black race in particular, will keep the white race busy for the next few hundred years in defending the interests of white supremacy… what Jack Johnson seeks to do to Jeffries in the roped arena will be more the ambition of Negroes in every domain of human endeavor.”

  The stakes were much higher than just a boxing match, and it seemed everybody in the country was anxiously awaiting the verdict. When the fight finally took place on the holiday of July 4,1910, eighteen thousand spectators greeted Johnson as he stepped into the ring by singing another song popular that year: “All Coons Look Alike to Me.” The song was inspired by Jeffries’s remark several years earlier when he refused to fight Johnson.

  None were more aware of the significance of the bout than Johnson himself. When the bell sounded, he answered the years of scorn, abuse, and hostility he had been forced to endure with a punishing series of blows, delivering each with a smile and a taunt. “Package being delivered, Mr. Jeff,” he announced as he rained one punch after another on his humiliated opponent. As the crowds looked on in disbelief, he finally finished off Jeffries with a fifteenth-round knockout.
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