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There are two sources of light,


The candle,




And the mirror that reflects it.




—EDITH WHARTON















Author’s Note









Gene Kilroy, Ali’s camp business manager and friend for forty years, considered Cosell a nuisance who was lucky to have been admitted to Ali’s presence. Any time we talked, he said, “Tell me again, what’s Cosell doing in your book?” My best explanation for the dual biography was that the men were partners of a historic kind, and I knew them in ways that no other reporter did. I met Ali in 1966 and Cosell eleven years later. I dealt with them through the rest of their lives in professional and private circumstances. Of the dozens of Ali books that I have read, none tells the story as I knew it. As for Cosell, only he has told his story and only in scattershot memoirs.




Two advisories here. Because my reporting put me with Ali and Cosell so often, I appear in the narrative from time to time, a bit player among the action heroes. The more important advisory is the second: My experience with Ali and Cosell is the foundation of the book’s narrative, its tone, and its judgments. I added reporting done in new interviews with Ali’s and Cosell’s friends, families, and associates as well as with authors, journalists, boxing experts, critics, and historians. I also incorporated information that I found trustworthy in books, videotapes, audio recordings, papers, news accounts, and oral histories.




In all this, my ambition was to recover Muhammad Ali from mythology and Howard Cosell from caricature. The real stories are better.

















I am the greatest.




—MUHAMMAD ALI




I tell it like it is.




—HOWARD COSELL







Cosell’s the only guy who ever changed his name


and put on a toupee to tell it like it is.




—JIMMY CANNON, NEW YORK SPORTSWRITER




Oh, no, if he wins, he’ll think he’s really God.




—KHALILAH ALI, ALI’S SECOND WIFE,


DURING ALI-FRAZIER III.







How they were different.


Young and old, black and white.


Kentucky and Brooklyn, Muslim and Jew.




How they were alike.


In ways that could make you laugh


and make you cry.


















Prologue




They Charmed and Bedeviled Us










ONE AFTERNOON IN LAS VEGAS,while in bed with Muhammad Ali, I asked him to name the members of his entourage and list their duties. He took my pencil and held my reporter’s spiral notebook inches above his pretty face. In childlike block letters, he printed a dozen names. Alongside the names he wrote dollar figures in estimate of each person’s weekly salary. We lay there, shoulder to shoulder, one of us wearing clothes. Here’s what I thought:Are we nuts, or what?




Years later I toldNew York Times columnist Dave Anderson, “I was in bed with Ali.”




Anderson said, “We all were.”




“No,” I said, “I wasin bed with Ali.”




“Oh,” he said.




It happened in a hotel suite three or four days before some fight. The suite was the usual Ali Circus madhouse of perfumed women, pimp-dressed hangers-on, sycophants, con artists, sportswriters, and other reprobates. Through an open door at one side of the suite’s central space, I saw Ali in bed with the sheets pulled up to his chin. On eye contact, he shouted, “My man. Louisville, come in here.”




I worked for theCourier-Journal, his hometown newspaper, and first spent a day with him in 1966. Already famous and infamous as the heavyweight champion and loud-mouthed draft resister, he had come to Louisville to visit his parents and fight an exhibition bout for charity. I was a young reporter in my first year at the great newspaper and eager to do anything the editors asked. When one said, “Clay’s in town, go find him,” I did. We drove around the city, stopping now and then to do some business. My son, Jeff, four years old, rode with us, and Ali occasionally put Jeff on his lap as if he were steering the car. I thought:a nice guy.




Now, in his bedroom in 1973, the noise from the central suite was maddening. Ali lifted a corner of the bedsheet and said, “C’mon, get in.” Over the years I had talked with him in shower stalls and toilets, in funeral homes, log cabins, mosques, and once in a Cadillac at eighty-five miles per hour on a logging road through a forest. And now—this was a reporter getting close to his subject—I took off my shoes and put myself under the sheets with the once and future heavyweight champion of the world. I wore golf slacks and a polo shirt. More than most men, if not more than most narcissists, Ali loved to show off his body. He was beautiful, six foot three and 210 pounds, with proportions so powerful and so perfectly in balance that he might have sprung to life from a Michelangelo sketch. On the off-chance that you didn’t notice, he often repeated what a nurse had said on prepping his groin for hernia surgery. “She took one look,” Ali said, “and she went, ‘Youare the greatest!’”




Like schoolboys on a sleepover hiding their mischief, we pulled the sheets over our heads. Ali made a tent by raising his knees. Shadows danced inside our hiding place. The suite’s noise seemed distant. On my back I did an interview that ended with Ali saying, “Tell the people in Louisville this will benoooo contest because I am the greatest ofalllllll times.” Then I asked for my notebook back.




The strangest aspect of the undercover interview was that it wasn’t strange. For Ali, it was characteristic. Whatever he wanted to do, he did it as soon as possible.C’mon, get in. Anything could happen around Ali and often did.




I saw him naked. I am not sure I ever saw him clearly.




 




Howard Cosell was in his underwear.




I sat at a breakfast table in his beach house on Long Island in Westhampton, New York. The sun streamed in over a marshland. I saw in the shadows across the room a ghostly shape that on inspection turned out to be my host shuffling barefoot from his bedroom, skeletal in a white undershirt and white boxer briefs. He was bleary-eyed. He had not yet found his toupee. As Cosell noticed me, he raised his arms and struck a bodybuilder’s biceps-flexing pose. Then he spoke, and this is what he said: “A killing machine the likes of which few men have ever seen.”




On this morning in September 1989, I had known Cosell for twelve years. Our relationship began the day I wrote a column in theWashington Post praising him as a sports-broadcasting journalist without peer. I wrote that, while his excesses invited criticism, he deserved better than to be the target of mean-spirited punks, among them a Denver bar owner who allowed patrons to throw a brick at a television set carrying Cosell’s image. The day the column ran, I answered my office phone.




“David Kindred,” the caller said, not bothering to identify himself, “you are a perspicacious and principled young man, and it will be my honor to meet you this next week when I am at RFK for another of theseMonday Night Football tortures.”




Sounded like Cosell.




“David, this is Howard Cosell,” he said.




“Well, it sounded like you,” I said.




Twelve years later, he wanted me to write his fourth memoir. We met at his place in the Hamptons. There in the kitchen, he demonstrated the complete repertoire of his domestic skills. He found the refrigerator, extracted a carton, and without injuring himself or witnesses he poured a glass full of orange juice. His sainted wife, Emmy, said, “Took forty-five years to teach him that.”




Cosell that morning also pleased his daughter, Hilary. Yes, he said. Yes, a man should walk down to the beach and see the ocean on a morning this beautiful. “We’ll talk,” he said to me, “after we examine Hilary’s beloved beach.” He put himself together. Toupee. Slacks. Boating shoes. Sunglasses. Short-sleeved shirt. He was ready. “To the beach,” he said. He might have been MacArthur about to wade ashore in the Philippines.




From Cosell’s deck at the edge of marshy Moniebog Bay, we walked maybe a hundred yards to the beach. The Atlantic glimmered in the rising sun. The obedient father of Hilary Cosell stood at the water’s edge, though not so near as to allow water to stain his shoes. He looked to the horizon. He watched a wave lap against the shore. He gave the lovely beach and the ocean’s wonders thirty seconds of his time. Then he said, “Well, Hil, we saw it.”




Whereupon he retraced his steps to the comfort of a deck chair shaded by an umbrella. There he talked about the book. He was certain it would make America sit up and take notice. “We will excoriate the executives in charge of network sports broadcasts,” he said. “They are people without scruples, without morality, without standards, without principle, and therefore without journalism. It is far past time for someone of integrity to expose the unholy alliances between promoters, broadcasters, and the sports industry.”




He was a master of excoriation. He had excoriated most everyone in his third book. I was not in favor of more excoriation. That was not the book I wanted to write. But before I could say so, Cosell was in full cry about miscreants real and imagined, past and future. At that point, I did what millions of Americans had learned to do with Howard Cosell. I gave up and I listened.




 




We had no choice, really, except to listen to Ali and Cosell. Across much of the last half of the twentieth century, they were major players in American sports. Had they been practitioners of traditional humility, their extraordinary talents alone would have demanded that attention be paid. But there was nothing traditional about Ali and Cosell. A thimble would have contained their humility with room left over for an elephant.




Ali’s shortest poem served as the foundation for most of his wakeful thinking. It went…




“Me,




“Whee!”




Cosell was a lawyer and thus inoculated against such brevity. He once wrote, “Arrogant, pompous, obnoxious, vain, persecuting, distasteful, verbose, a show-off. I have been called all of these. Of course, I am.”




Before Ali, sports was a slow dance. After, it was rock ’n’ roll. A child of the 1950s, Ali grew up with the Temptations, Elvis, and Fats Domino. “You know who started me saying, ‘I am the greatest’? Little Richard did.” Ali was fifteen years old when he staked out Lloyd Price at Louisville’s Top Hat Lounge to tell the singer he would be the heavyweight champion someday and,Please, Mr. Price, tell me how to make out with girls. When Ali beat Sonny Liston the first time, the singer Sam Cooke sat at ringside with two more of the fighter’s heroes, Malcolm X and Sugar Ray Robinson.




Before Cosell, sports on television was a reverential production. After, it was a circus. He brought to his work a fan’s passion, an entertainer’s shtick, and (this was new) a journalist’s integrity. He had no interest in creating an image of men as heroes simply because they could play a kid’s game. Instead, he subjected sports to the examinations Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite made of the day’s news. Thirty-eight years old when he gave up the law for broadcasting, he had not yet met Ali. He was a decade and more away fromMonday Night Football. But he announced this: He would get famous.




They should never have met. Ali and Cosell lived in parallel worlds, separated by the sociological barriers of age, race, religion, education, and geography. But greater forces were at work. Twelve-year-old Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr. put on boxing gloves, and high school sports editor Howard Cohen wrote his firstSpeaking of Sports column. Their differences became less important than their commonalities. Ambition and talent would bend their lives to a meeting place.




For most of twenty years, the fighter and the broadcaster appeared together on national television so many times that they became a de facto comedy team, Ali & Cosell. As considerable as the sports and news considerations were to Ali and Cosell, they were also intriguing as an eccentric evolutionary step in the history of entertainment. Comedy teams could be traced to the 1840s minstrel shows featuring the Interlocutor and Mr. Bones. Then came vaudeville, America’s first mass entertainment industry with two million customers a day filling four thousand theaters to see twenty-five thousand performers. Radio, movies, and television created icons: Burns and Allen, the Marx Brothers, Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello, Martin and Lewis, the Smothers Brothers, the Blues Brothers Dan Akroyd and John Belushi, the ensemble comedy teams ofSeinfeld andFriends.




But Ali & Cosell was different. It was real. No scripts, no rehearsals, no let’s-shoot-that-scene-again. What television viewers saw was the most famous man on Earth (the pope ran second to Ali in most surveys) talking with the most famous television star in America (or maybe next to Johnny Carson). Ali & Cosell worked the way comedy teams always worked. They were their own sight gag, the handsome athlete shimmering alongside the homely fellow with the bad toupee. They sounded funny because Ali spoke simply while Cosell’s language was that of a sesquipedalian trained at law and infected by grandiloquence born of pomposity. Twenty-four years younger than Cosell, Ali could represent every kid who ever flouted authority. The fighter forever titillated spectators with pantomimed threats to lift the broadcaster’s hairpiece and once said, “Cosell, you’re a phony, and that thing on your head comes from the tail of a pony.” To a Cosell scolding of “You’re being extremely truculent,” the defiant child Ali replied, “Whatever ‘truculent’ means, if that’s good, I’m that.”




It made Ali & Cosell must-see TV. At the dawn of television’s dominance of popular culture, they were both the creators and beneficiaries of sudden fame never before available. If blacks and Jews were marginalized by society, these two recognized that television could grant them legitimacy. Both profited from the work, for without Ali engaging his liberal social conscience, Cosell would never have found his truest voice; and without the embrace of Cosell and the American Broadcasting Company when other networks wanted nothing to do with him, Ali could have been dismissed as a cultural-fringe aberration. At each other’s side, they rose on an arc of celebrity previously unknown in sports and television.




It was a bumpy ride. While violence scarred America through the 1960s, Ali preached a hateful hodge-podge of racism, religion, and black nationalism. His declarations of independence as a black man made him a symbol of pride adapted for use by groups as disparate as the separatist Nation of Islam and the integrationist Southern Christian Leadership Conference. Athletically, sociologically, and politically, Ali mattered more to his times than any other athlete who ever lived.




Only the rare journalist stood with him, though, and only Cosell did it on national television. On issues so volatile they divided America, Cosell defended Ali’s right to his religion, his right to oppose induction into the army, and his right to work while appealing his conviction for refusing the draft. He did it at the risk of his reputation and his livelihood in a business—television—not famous for principled stands that might offend advertisers. He did it, too, Cosell often said, despite thousands of letters he received in which the correspondents referred to him as “a nigger-loving Jew bastard.”




Mostly, Ali & Cosell worked because the men brought to their lives and to their television appearances a fascinating array of dichotomies: love and hate, racism and tolerance, fear and courage, idealism and compromise. The camera’s unblinking eye testified to all that, as well as to the men’s mutual respect. Cosell loved Ali, the rebel with a belief, and Ali loved Cosell, the cranky old white guy brave enough to stand with him in the storm.
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A night in Baltimore. Room 428 of a hotel. A man in the hallway bangs his fist against the room door. The man is Cosell and he is shouting. From inside the room comes a raspy voice.




“Who’s there?”




“Cosell.”




“Go away.”




Cosell beats on the door again. “Ali, it’s me, Howard.”




“Ain’t Cosell. Tryin’ to sleep.”




Then comes a sentence of percussive consonants and melodramatic phrasing. “I’m warning you, nigger, you open this door, and open it now, or I will destroy it and tear you to ribbons.”




The door flies open, Ali out of bed, laughing. “Cosell, get your white ass in here.”




Only the inimitable, irascible Cosell could have roused Ali from bed that way. Only the inimitable, sweet-hearted Ali would answer those slurs smiling. Across a generation of tumult, they were friends, partners, and co-conspirators in an improbable dialectic that charmed and bedeviled us. One was Beauty, one was the Beast, and we never quite knew which was which.















Part One




Dreaming



























Chapter One




“Bound Together By a


Common Sympathy”










WITH HIS WIFE AT HOMEin Kentucky, the brilliant and handsome Cassius Marcellus Clay so often kept the company of Russian women that husbands grew suspicious. One gentleman wanted to settle affairs with a duel. Less than eager to face Clay’s famous Bowie knife, he hoped to provoke Clay into making the challenge; the offended man then would have the right to choose the weapons. At dinner, the husband unrolled his gloves and slapped Clay across the face. “In less than an eyeblink,” a historian reported, “Clay threw a mace-like fist into the nose and mouth of the would-beduelliste. The surprise blow was delivered with such force that the man’s body broke completely through a nearby table, leaving a swath of food and shattered china for several yards.”




After which, Clay continued his dinner.




The name is familiar.Cassius Marcellus Clay. Muhammad Ali’s original name was Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr. The Clays were not related, except by history that is extraordinary, even eerie. It encourages the imagination necessary to write that Ali and Howard Cosell met before they were born.




Begin with the first Clay. As a young man at Transylvania University in Lexington, Kentucky, he had been a boxer. In the summer of 1861, as Abraham Lincoln’s new minister to Russia, he was forty-nine years old, tall and strong, his brown hair streaked with gray, his handsome face only then showing the lines of a dramatic life. On July 14, a Sunday, he would present his portfolio to the court of his Imperial Majesty, Alexander II. For the occasion he dressed in the formal military uniform of a major general in the United States Army, golden epaulets and stars set on his broad shoulders. At his waist hung a silver scabbard filled with the long, broad blade of the pearl-handled Bowie knife feared by husbands and rivals on two continents. A jeweled sword bumped against his ankles.




He was a legend in American politics. John M. Harlan, a fellow Kentuckian and a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court, saw in Clay’s face “a striking combination of manly beauty and strength…. I always had the highest regard for his integrity of character, his manliness, and his fidelity to his own convictions.” That fidelity sometimes came off as orneriness. Of Clay it was said, “He would fight the wind did it blow from the South side when he wanted it to blow from the North.” In his passion to end slavery, he walked alone down the center of hostile meeting rooms and at the lectern said, “For those who obey the rules of right, and the sacred truths of the Christian religion, I appeal to this book.” From a carpetbag, he held high a Bible.




“To those who respect the laws of this country, this is my authority.” He placed a copy of the Constitution alongside the Bible. “But to those who recognize only the law of force…” Here he raised two long-barreled pistols and thumped them down before turning a Bowie knife so its blade caught the room’s light. “…for those—here is my defense.”




Ambitious and brilliant, Clay might have become president had his views on slavery been expressed with less ferocity. He was the wealthy owner of twenty-five thousand acres in Kentucky and Tennessee. Convinced that slavery was an impediment to industrialization, he freed his seventeen slaves in 1844 and began a long run for the presidency calling for abolition. Though a powerful member of the nascent Republican National Committee from 1856 on, he had no chance to win his party’s presidential nomination. In 1860 it went to Lincoln, who then won the presidency in a four-man race with less than 40 percent of the popular vote. Clay asked for a place in Lincoln’s cabinet as secretary of war, an important appointment because a national war seemed a gunshot away. The president-elect said no, telling Clay, “I was advised that your appointment as secretary of war would have been considered a declaration of war upon the South.”




War came in any case, and the president asked Clay to perform a duty he saw as critical to the Union’s fate. England and France had suggested they might recognize the Confederacy as a legitimate power. Lincoln could not afford to lose Russia as well. He sent Clay to St. Petersburg with orders to keep the Russian bear happy.




On that July morning in 1861, Clay rode in an elegant carriage drawn by two bay horses to Peterhof, the tsar’s country palace. There he met Alexander II, Clay’s equal in stature and elegance, as described by his secretary: “He is about forty-five years of age, stoutly built, and of an exquisite figure. Very handsome, rather a round face, eyes a beautiful light blue, mustache, hair shingled, and of a dark auburn colors. Speaks ‘American,’ voice pleasant, and looks and walks and is, every inch a King.”




Each knew the other’s ambitions. The tsar wanted to reform Russia’s society. He had liberalized laws oppressing Jews, and his Emancipation of the Serfs decree ended servitude for forty million peasants. Clay not only had freed his own slaves. He had badgered Lincoln to end slavery altogether. The tsar told Clay that their nations “were bound together by a common sympathy in the common cause of Emancipation.”




As strong as the bonds of common cause may have been, they lasted less than twenty years. The nations soon were on opposite sides of freedom. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, issued in 1863 and hailed by Clay as “the culminating act of my life’s aspirations,” survived the president’s assassination in 1865. But the murder of Alexander II in 1881 ended Russia’s progressive movement. The new tsar, Alexander III, reinstituted pogroms across his nation’s lands.




By then, Clay had long since returned to his Kentucky plantation and there one of his freed slaves named a son Herman Clay. In 1912, nine years after the abolitionist’s death, Herman Clay honored the old man by naming a son Cassius Marcellus Clay. That son’s son was Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., later known as Muhammad Ali.




Millions of Jews fled Alexander III’s pogroms, many going to America. Among those emigrants were Harris Cohen and his wife, Esther. In 1890 they left Poland with their infant son, Isadore. That son’s son was Howard William Cohen, later known as Howard Cosell.















Chapter Two




“America Was in


Everybody’s Mouth”










THEY SPENT THREE WEEKSon freight trains huddled among strangers. They were quarantined at seaports for two weeks. Then came two more weeks in steerage on a steamship heaving on the ocean. To travel in steerage was to suffer an immigrant’s foulest degradations: darkness, oppressive heat in stale air, odors of urine and excrement, a babel of tongues. The Cohens and millions more Jews undertook journeys from the land of their ancestors to Lord knows where.




Fear was their companion. Fear at every border crossing, every port, every examination, inspection, and interrogation. Fear compounded by filthy, crowded, clamorous conditions. Fear of sickness, fear of rejection. Even fear of other Jews, for at Europe’s Atlantic ports, battalions of con men, thieves, and thugs, many speaking Yiddish, preyed on immigrants who trusted them for help in lodging, food, and tickets. One steerage passenger wrote, “I wanted to escape the inferno but no sooner had I thrust my head forward from the lower bunk than someone above me vomited straight upon my head. I wiped the vomit away, dragged myself onto the deck, leaned against the railing and vomited my share into the sea, and lay down half-dead upon the deck.” For this, an immigrant may have paid his last penny. In 1903 a steamship ticket from Antwerp, Belgium, to New York City cost thirty-four dollars. The trip from eastern Europe to Antwerp may have cost half again that. Before reaching immigration centers at New York’s Castle Garden or Ellis Island, a family of three might have spent one hundred fifty dollars, a fortune for people already poor.




Yet life in Russia was so terrifying and the promise of the United States so appealing that from 1881 to 1914 almost two million Jews made the hellish journey from eastern Europe. “America was in everybody’s mouth,” the immigrant Mary Antin said. “Businessmen talked of it over their accounts…people who had relatives in the famous land went around reading their letters for the enlightenment of less fortunate folk…old folks shook their sage heads over the evening fire, and prophesied no good for those who braved the terrors of the sea and the foreign goal beyond it; all talked of it, but scarcely anyone knew one true fact about this magic land.”




The Cohens arrived at Castle Garden in New York’s Battery in 1890.




 




Nellie Rosenthal was the sixth of ten children born to Jacob and Dora Rosenthal, themselves Russian Jews who arrived at Castle Garden in 1880 and 1882. The Rosenthals settled in Worcester, Massachusetts. Jacob worked as a clothier and may have done business with a young accountant for a chain of credit clothing stores. The young man’s name, Isadore Martin Cohen.




Isadore and Nellie were soon man and wife, joined in what their families considered an “arranged marriage,” meaning not so much a union of lovers as a merger of class, heritage, and fortune. Pregnant at age seventeen, Nellie gave birth to her first child, Hilton, in 1914. Because Izzie’s territory reached from New England to the mid-Atlantic states, the Cohens’ second son, Howard William Cohen, was born in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. The date was March 25, 1918. Before Howard was a year old, the Cohens returned to Brooklyn to be near Izzie’s parents. They lived in the Brownsville neighborhood, identified by a New York newspaper as “a land of sweatshops and whirring sewing machines, of strange Russian baths, of innumerable dirty and tiny shops, of cows milked directly into pitchers and pails of customers at eventide, of anarchists, of a Jewish dancing school and of a peasant market.” Between 1905 and 1930, Brooklyn’s Jewish population rose from one hundred thousand to more than eight hundred thousand.




The Cohens became immigrants of a different kind. Through Howard’s childhood, they lived in at least six different Brooklyn apartment buildings (not always paying the electricity bill in time to keep the lights on). They sometimes moved for deals offering new tenants three months’ free rent. Evictions were so common in Brooklyn through the Depression years that the writer Alfred Kazin said the most powerful experience of his childhood came “when I watched my mother, who was a dressmaker at home, leading a crowd of women to put back the furniture removed during an eviction. I never got over that and never will.” He felt “a lasting sense of the powerlessness and suffering that are endemic in our society.” Nellie Cohen worried that Izzie would be fired and leave the family without means to pay their rent. Because anyone with a job during the Depression went to extraordinary lengths to keep it, Isadore Cohen stayed on the road as many as fifty weeks a year. Perhaps those long absences exacerbated whatever strains came with an “arranged marriage.” Irving Howe, writing of Jewish life in New York early in the twentieth century, noted that Yiddish fiction and folklore were rich with tales of wives, left alone at home by working husbands, who took in boarders, as often for pleasure as profit. “No one will ever know how many Emma Bovarys lived and died on the East Side,” Howe wrote, “but if we suppose Emma to represent an eternal possibility of human nature, there must have been a good many wives like her, restless and discontented, responding to the first tremors of Jewish romanticism.”




In any case, the Cohens’ marriage was a melancholy union. They argued over matters small and large. Izzie loved to play the violin, but with his limited skills he repeated songs, particularly “My Hero” and “The Donkey Serenade,” until the screechings moved Nellie to cry out, “Izzie, that’s enough. You’re driving us crazy.” Money was a perennial topic, as were Nellie’s ailments (she was a hypochondriac), her grousing that Izzie spent too much time caring for his parents, and Izzie’s insistence on keeping a kosher home. Hearing the arguments, young Howard cringed and sought silence, only to discover there were no silent places in Brooklyn walk-up apartments. Worse, with his father out of town, he was often left alone in the apartment with his older brother. Waiting at windows to see their mother’s return, they saw men bring Nellie to the building door. They would run to get into bed before she came in. There would come a time when Howard would tell his wife why he was so strict in the raising of their daughters. He would begin, “I’ll tell you about my mother.”




 




One night at his kitchen window, Howard, eleven years old and shy, believed he had fallen in love. She was a blonde of Scandinavian descent who had come into view at a kitchen window in the apartment building next door. Her name was Dorothy Schroeder.




He was never brave enough to speak when he passed Dorothy on the street; she was a gentile and not among Howard’s running mates. But on this night, separated by window panes and the chasm between buildings, Howard smiled at her. To his surprise, she smiled back. He picked up a cooking pot and raised it to the window. Dorothy, bless her, answered with a pot of her own. A game of matching kitchen utensils was on.




A knife by Howard, a knife by Dorothy, a fork, a spoon. These love notes flew back and forth for fifteen minutes until the boy finally blew the girl a kiss and she answered in kind. Each night for the next two weeks, Howard returned to the trysting place, eager, maybe ready to move on from utensils and cooking ware to plates and bowls. But Dorothy did not again appear at her window. On the street, they continued to pass each other in silence.




In place of young love, Howard made do with urban adventures. In the Brooklyn of 1929, he caught the subway along Eastern Parkway, rode to the Nevins Street stop, and walked to the Paramount Theater where the two-o’clock matinee cost twenty-five cents. In later life, he loved saying aloud the names of movie and vaudeville houses: “The RKO Albee, the Brooklyn Fox, the Brooklyn Strand, Loew’s Metropolitan. We saw Milton Berle, Jack Benny, Jack Oakie, Eddie Cantor. What shows we saw.”




If his beloved Dodgers were home at Ebbets Field, a boy short of money for a ticket and unable to talk his way past a turnstile could scurry to Bedford Avenue, throw himself on the ground, and put an eye under the board fence to see his hero, rookie center fielder Johnny Frederick, albeit from behind and from the knees down.




At five-thirty on afternoons with the Dodgers out of town, Howard rushed to Ludell’s stationery store to meet deliverymen dropping off Brooklyn’s three afternoon newspapers. Because the papers often went to press before games ended, it would seem an eternity before Howard heard the final score announced on radio by the erudite Stan Lomax on his six-forty-five sports show. Lomax, a Cornell University graduate who came to radio from theNew York Journal ’s sports department, did fifteen minutes of results and commentary daily for WOR, a station started in 1922 and operating from the basement of Bamberger’s Department Store in Newark, New Jersey.




Howard played baseball only once, the last kid picked: “They put me in short left field, close up to the third baseman, and Jack Storm hit a screaming liner right at me. In self-defense, I put up my hands and the ball stuck in them. I was an instant hero. The next inning I made two errors and got kicked out of the game.”




Little Howie’s games occasionally were interrupted by his grandfather Jacob, his mother’s father, a rabbi, who marched down the street to deliver Hebrew lessons no matter his grandson’s reluctance to receive them. The lessons never seemed a match for the fear Howard felt when chased home by the Irish-Catholic kids from St. Theresa’s parish, all those Studs Lonigans shouting “sheenie” and taunting him as a “prick-cutter” and “Jesus killer.” Howard occasionally put on a hat to attend shul with his father, but was never bar mitzvahed.




After elementary school at Brooklyn’s P.S. 9, Howard wanted to attend the borough’s famous high school, Erasmus. But his mother believed no boy could concentrate on schoolwork in the company of girls. So he followed his brother, Hilton, at all-boys Alexander Hamilton High. There he discovered a fondness for the sound of his voice. English teacher Joe Boland called on students to do extemporaneous speeches, and often told Howard, “Show them how to do it.” Another teacher, a Miss Kaiser, suggested he read the Romantic poets Shelley, Byron, and Keats. For Miss Kaiser, he often recited Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale.” Tony Bove, Hamilton’s football coach, encouraged Howard in journalism by suggesting that the young man with a facility for the language work on the school newspaper,The Ledger. When Howard became the paper’s sports editor, Bove sent him a note of congratulations that said, “You may be doing this the rest of your life.” Under his senior picture in the 1936 high-school yearbook was the prophecy: “He’ll be a reporter for the Brooklyn Dodgers.” ForThe Ledger, Howard wrote a column,Speaking of Sports.




At New York University, he majored in English literature as an undergraduate before entering law school—the law not because he wanted it, but to please his father, who took out quarterly loans to pay his way. Bored by the legal reading, Howard studied little and in fact needed to study only a little. He said his recall was “photographic in its preciseness.” He passed the New York State bar examination on his first try. The security and prestige of a lawyer’s practice appealed to Izzie Cohen, but his son preferred an afternoon at Ebbets Field or entertainments at the Paramount and RKO Albee. A career counselor might have suggested that Howard Cohen combine his enthusiasms—language, sports, and show business—because the 1930s gave rise to radio, the new medium of mass communication.




Through the thirties, America’s biggest media celebrities outside of Hollywood were Graham McNamee, Clem McCarthy, and Ted Husing. They were sports broadcasters. A rival said McNamee sounded “as though he were grinding rocks together at the same time he was talking.” But McNamee on boxing, McCarthy on horse racing, and Husing on everything brought the immediate, visceral thrill of sports to listeners who once could experience a sports event only by attending or by reading about it the next day. When McCarthy broadcast the 1938 Joe Louis–Max Schmeling fight during Howard’s sophomore year at NYU, ratings showed that 63.6 percent of Americans tuned in. Those millions surely included Howard Cohen, a bright, ambitious young sports fan who had already built a reputation for understanding the news business. But in 1941, fresh out of NYU and having passed the bar, he never thought of radio as an option. He seemed trapped by the law—until history intervened. On December 7, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Cohen enlisted in the army.




In Louisville, Kentucky, five weeks and three days after Pearl Harbor, Odessa Lee Grady Clay gave birth to her first child, Cassius Jr.




 




The reluctant lawyer and willing soldier, Howard Cohen, was not pleased with his army orders. He was assigned to Brooklyn. Commuting on New York’s Sea-Beach Express, he called himself “a Sea-Beach commando.” When he applied for Officer Candidate School, Izzie and Nellie protested what they thought was their son’s daredevil willingness to be killed. Three months of OCS in Mississippi earned him a ticket, not to Europe or the Pacific, but back to Brooklyn and the New York Port of Embarkation.




It was the largest stateside command post in the army, with five terminals, five staging areas, and three ammunition backup points. In two and a half years at the port, Private Cohen became Major Cohen, in charge of all manpower, including fifty thousand civilians and fifteen thousand military.




The most important decision Major Cohen made had nothing to do with his army service. It came in 1943 and confirmed his willingness, perhaps eagerness, to leave behind the Jewishness that had dominated his home life and childhood without bringing joy to either. As he walked past Major Bob Lewiston’s port office in Building B, he saw the major’s secretary, a Women’s Army Corps private—in his words, “this cute, pudgy blonde.” Immediately, he entered the major’s office, mostly to give the blonde time to recognize the magnitude of Major Cohen. He believed he had seen an inviting “twinkle in her eye.” He asked, “Would you marry me?”




Her name was Mary Edith (Emmy) Abrams. Army regulations barring socialization between officers and enlisted personnel turned out to be the least of difficulties for the smitten parties. Abrams was a Protestant. For a Jew, marriage outside the religion was so rare in the 1940s that Izzie and Nellie Cohen could not countenance their son with ashikse. They refused to attend the civil-ceremony marriage at New York City Hall on June 23, 1944. Though Emmy’s parents were there, Cosell characterized the marriage as “undertaken under adverse circumstances.” Emmy’s father, Norman Ross Abrams, a prominent New Jersey corporate executive, refused to speak to her for two years. Her mother visited the newlyweds at their studio apartment in Brooklyn Heights, but surreptitiously.




At war’s end, Cohen thought his army experience in juggling a sixty-five thousand-person workforce would make him “the biggest man in industry, or labor relations.” Instead, the newlyweds began a period of their lives when Howard felt, for the first time, the weight of Jewishness oppressing his professional life. He opened a law office that brought him so few clients that he, Emmy, and their infant daughter left their Brooklyn Heights apartment and moved in with his parents. “You knew, by God, that you were Jewish,” he would write, “and you knew every restrictive boundary and every thoughtless slight.”




His one tentative move toward broadcasting illustrated that lesson. He did an audition at WOR, the station he had listened to as a boy eager to hear Stan Lomax’s sports report. He was told he did not have an announcer’s voice, that his Brooklyn nasal twang was not right for the air. It was 1945. He was twenty-seven years old, a husband, father, army major, lawyer. Yet he had to take his family into his parents’ apartment, a dispiriting circumstance not only because he could afford nothing else. It also closed the door to escape. Like many children of immigrant Jews, he felt the suffocating presence of his parents’ past and present, the Jewishness that seemed confining, defeating, a perpetual source of discontent. His oldest daughter, Jill, would say, “His whole life, Daddy felt like a poor, Jewish boy.”




These immigrants’ children wanted not so much to be Jews as to be Americans. At home they heard tales of dark ordeals that involved the sufferings and deaths of Jews. They heard wailings of mourning and they saw photographs of relatives dead and they heard from their parents how lucky they were to be alive in Brooklyn. Lucky they were, but the children didn’t want to be reminded of it. They preferred the fantasies and sweet coolness of the RKO Albee, Brooklyn Fox, Loew’s Metropolitan. Better to sneak away to Ebbets Field than be delivered to Hebrew lessons. Movies, shows, and sports were American things that Jewish boys had as their own, symbols of the popular culture their immigrant parents did not understand. Whether stickball or punch ball, knock hockey or basketball, the games brought relief from the remembered misery at home.




For Howard Cohen, marrying ashikse was an act of rebellion. Another came when he changed his name from Cohen to Cosell. His older brother, Hilton, had done it first, and both said their grandfather asked them to use the family’s original name, Kassell. The brothers said an immigration official could not understand their grandfather’s Polish and wrote down the familiar “Cohen,” the name of one of the tribes of Israel. Hilton said, “Later, when I was an accountant in a firm where there were a million Cohens, my grandfather came tome and said, ‘Listen, “Cohen” means priest, and we’re not priests. Our name should be Cosell.’ So I changed it. After a while, so did Howard.” It was also true that in the late 1940s, following a war in which six million Jews were exterminated, many people hid their Jewishness. Virtually no mainstream show-business people worked under names that might identify them as Jews.




Cohen or Cosell, he now knew what he wanted. Here was a man who dated the birth of his daughter, Jill, from a Dodgers game in 1945. Emmy was out of the hospital only a day or two before spending an evening on hard bleacher seats. “Emmy, on that first night, watched Luis Olmo hit two home runs,” Cosell said of his wife’s return from childbirth.




“My treat,” she said.




 




By the mid-1950s, the future for a lawyer was brighter than that of a Brooklyn Jew wishing to become a sportscaster whose broadcasting resume at age thirty-four consisted of one failed audition. So Cosell became the junior partner in a law firm started by Joseph Marro, a Manhattan attorney and New York state senator. Marro, Pomper, and Cosell had a small office at 25 Broad Street in the Wall Street district. Soon, Cosell boasted of earning thirty thousand dollars a year.




As evidence he had not given up on a broadcasting career, Cosell made himself a presence at Ebbets Field, Yankee Stadium, and the Polo Grounds. On the pretext of offering legal services, he arranged lunches with athletes such as the Yankees’ Phil Rizzuto and Joe Collins. It became his custom, on leaving the law office, to stop at Joe Marro’s desk and ask, “Can you loan me ten dollars to take the Scooter to lunch?” Sometimes he invited the senior partners along. Marro’s son, Joseph Jr., ten years old, met his hero, Mickey Mantle. Eventually, Cosell parlayed those trips and his legal expertise into representation of athletes. He helped the Giants’ stars, outfielders Willie Mays and Monte Irvin, get licenses for their Willmont Liquors Store at 566 Pennsylvania Avenue in Brooklyn. In 1953 officials from Little League Baseball came to Marro, Pomper, and Cosell. The mundane work on charter language fell to Cosell, who turned it to his advantage. At the Little League World Series that summer, one broadcaster on the ABC radio network was a neophyte with a Brooklyn nasal twang. It was Howard Cosell.




Cosell gained his first measure of national attention in August 1955, not as a broadcaster but as a lawyer. He was interviewed in his office by J.G. Taylor Spink, editor and publisher ofThe Sporting News. Autocratic and reactionary, bull-voiced and indomitable, Spink commanded respect in journalism and baseball. Notice in his column,Looping the Loops, conferred legitimacy on its subject. Spink and Cosell talked about the lawyer’s work for Irvin, Mays, Bobby Thomson, Wally Moon, Alex Grammas, and Gil Hodges. Cosell also provided an embellishment or two. The winner of a second-place medal in a city public school standing broad jump event told Spink he had been “a broad jump champion.” The notes editor of theNYU Law Review told Spink he had beenthe editor. He was born in 1918, not 1920.




There was one remarkable moment in the interview. Cosell asked Spink to let him know whenever a major league baseball team came up for sale. “I can get up the necessary funds if the right proposition comes along,” he said. He apparently had in mind tapping the resources of his father-in-law, who had moved into the Eisenhower administration as assistant postmaster general. Cosell also positioned himself as a possible adviser to Major League Baseball when he noted that Commissioner Ford Frick had ordered a national survey on the marketing of baseball. “Well, I could help that survey,” Cosell said. “Up to now, I have not been asked for this help.”




Spink had one question. “You know so much about the Giants. About the inside doings on the club. What’s wrong with the Giants of 1955?” Cosell laughed. “You are not going to drag me into that. I have my ideas of the subject. But I am not a baseball expert. I am a lawyer, a judge of misfeasance, malfeasance of legal rights, and tax problems. But I am not going to draw a plan showing where the Giants need propping up. Nor are you going to get me to discuss Leo Durocher.”




At his typewriter that week, Spink began, “Howard Cosell is not a ballplayer. He is a lawyer. But he is going places in the business of baseball.” He ended the column with a reference to Cosell as “a most interesting young man.”




 




In that winter of 1955, at Willmont liquors, a young magazine writer named Ray Robinson sat with Irvin. They were joined by a tall, thin man with vulpine looks and black hair slicked back from a widow’s peak. No introductions were made, nor did the man ask permission to be there. He simply said, “I’ll listen to this.” Though uncomfortable with the intruder’s presence and kibitzing, Robinson didn’t protest, largely because Irvin seemed not to mind. At interview’s end, the man shook hands with Robinson and said, “I’m Monte’s lawyer, Howard Cosell.”




Later, Cosell told Robinson that he was fed up with the law, that he wanted to be a radio broadcaster. Robinson soon realized that Cosell worked every angle to make that happen. If the drudgery of obtaining liquor-store licenses brought him into the orbits of baseball stars, Cosell did it. If he thought a young magazine writer could introduce him to important people, he showed up at Willmont to eavesdrop and at interview’s end ask, “Ray, would you give me a lift back to New York?”




“I didn’t come here by car, I don’t even own a car,” Robinson said. “I invite you to go back to New York by subway with me.”




Over subsequent lunches, Robinson made judgments of his new best acquaintance. He thought Cosell obsessively ambitious, smart, difficult, and strident—all qualities apparent when Cosell pestered Robinson for an introduction to an NBC programming executive. Finally, as odd as it seemed to Robinson that a lawyer would think of quitting his practice, he thought it truly bizarre when Cosell told him his plans for the future: “I’m going to be the most famous sports broadcaster there is.”




Robinson thought,A mad ambition. The voice alone, a Brooklyn Jew’s in its intonations and fast-paced rhythms, rendered the idea far-fetched. In a radio era of golden voices, the more neutral the better and basso profundo preferred, who would ever put that Cosell sound on the air, let alone raise its creator to fame? Before Robinson could speak, Cosell explained his abundance of confidence.




“I can’t help but go to the top,” he said. “All the rest are sons of the wild jackass.”




 




With his Little League foot in the broadcasting door, Cosell pushed. He developed a modus operandi based on his legal practice. For no fee, Cosell did tax work and provided legal counsel for top executives of the ABC network, all the while asking to expand his broadcasting work. That led to a weekly radio show calledAll League Clubhouse.




The show featured children interviewing people in sports. Cosell was the moderator. Baseball players Jackie Robinson, Harvey Kuenn, Robin Roberts, and Del Crandall were among his guests. An old Dodger who became the Pittsburgh Pirates’ manager, Bobby Bragan, explained Cosell’s method: “He’d call and say, ‘Bobby, Cosell. Be at the studio at six.’ He’d hang up. I’d be there. I’d sit at the table with the kids and answer questions that he planted with them.” One week’s guest was Ed Silverman, who was neither famous nor an athlete. But he did have virtues important to Cosell. Silverman was a producer, responsible for the content and form of sports-broadcasting programs. He worked with ABC radio’s biggest star, Bill Stern. That relationship began when Silverman proposed writing magazine articles under Stern’s byline. As he entered Stern’s office, which struck Silverman as “half the length of Grand Central Station,” he heard Stern shout from the far end, “I’m a whore, I want to get paid. You heard me, I’m a whore. If you use my name, I want to know what my share is.”




Cosell pestered Silverman for an introduction to the great man. But Stern rejected any meeting because he considered Cosell a dilettante with an overtly Jewish voice. “He absolutely fucking hated Cosell,” Silverman said. The chief executives of the three networks were Jews: Leonard Goldenson at ABC, William Paley at CBS, and David Sarnoff at NBC. “Yet they were the worst anti-Semites in the business,” said Silverman. “Announcers changed their names from Jankowski to Jones, from Schwarz to Star. You couldn’t sound New York, because if you sounded New York, you were, by association, Jewish. They were pandering to the Christian majority.” Stern thought Cosell, with that voice, did a disservice to any Jew who wanted to be in radio. Stern himself, a Jew whose family name was Sternberg, had created a radio voice free of ethnic tones. Even Silverman, who did interviews on Stern’s program, was asked by Stern to adopt a “less foreign-sounding name.” On the air, he became Ed Stevens.




Rebuffed by Stern, Cosell decided to learn the business from the producer instead of the star. He asked Silverman, “Would you take me to a fight?” Silverman’s summary of Cosell’s boxing knowledge in 1954: “He didn’t know from shit.” At Madison Square Garden, Silverman and Cosell hobnobbed with managers, promoters, writers, and show-business people. The famous boxing trainer Cus D’ Amato told Cosell he had a promising young fighter by the name of Floyd Patterson. That night in ’54 was the beginning of Cosell’s education at the ring.




That was also the year, in a church basement in Louisville, Kentucky, when Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., twelve years old and eighty-nine pounds, took the first slide-steps of his boxing life.




 




In a hurry because he was getting no younger—thirty-eight years old in 1956, married, the father of two daughters—Cosell wanted to step up fromAll League Clubhouse. He was smart enough to know he needed professional help. He enlisted Silverman in the creation of11:30 Clubhouse. Done for WABC in studio 3B at the network office at 39 West Sixty-sixth Street, the show would be Cosell’s entry into broadcast journalism. After two anchor candidates turned down the job, Cosell told Silverman, “There’s a new young guy who’s very nice. Chris Schenkel.”




“I don’t think he’s right,” Silverman said. “Chris is a sweet guy. He’ll never ask the hard question.”




Schenkel wanted the job badly enough to accept fifty dollars a week for five shows, eleven-thirty to midnight. But Cosell soon agreed that Schenkel wasn’t right. Silverman said, “What now?”




“We do the show,” Cosell said.




“We?”




“I’ll be the anchor,” Cosell said. “You be the producer and do the commercials.”




Silverman, exhausted by his sixteen-hour moonlighting jobs, quit Cosell three weeks later. That left Cosell as the happy producer, director, writer, and anchor of his own New York radio show. Though still practicing law full time, he now thought of himself as a broadcaster. And ABC offered him twenty-five dollars a show for ten five-minute sports reports a weekend, guaranteed for six weeks.




Some men would be terrified by the prospect of replacing a thirty-thousand-dollar income with six weeks of work for fifteen hundred dollars. Some men would be cowed by the sons of the wild jackass who at the time populated the upper reaches of sports broadcasting. Some might forever hear an echo of a moment-of-anger Silverman rant: “Howard, for Christ’s sake, get real. With that voice, you’re never going to make it.” Not Cosell.




With that ABC offer in hand, Cosell went to Emmy. Making less a declaration of intent than a request for her approval, he told his wife he had decided to leave the law. She had grown up the daughter of a corporate executive and married an army major who prospered in a Manhattan law practice. Now her husband came with a proposal to trade affluence for hardship. Cosell believed Emmy had proven her love by ignoring the anti-Semitic bias that attended their marriage. But what would she say now? Much later, Jill Cosell’s son, Justin, defined his grandparents succinctly: “For all of Poppa’s bluster, Gam was a thousand times tougher. Decent, kind, loving—and sharp-edged.” That tough woman told her man that day, “Go ahead.”




He had developed strategy and tactics that would serve him for a lifetime. At that time, top broadcasters did play-by-play of college football, horse racing, and boxing. Cosell decided, “Play-by-play, parrots can do.” He would do journalism as done by newspaper reporters. He was indefatigable and ubiquitous. When the Yankee catcher Ralph Houk said, “You’re like shit, you’re everywhere,” Cosell thanked him. One sportswriter called him “someschnorrer from Brooklyn whose tape recorder was always hitting me in the head.” Cosell claimed he was the first sports broadcaster to carry his own tape recorder. He described it as a machine the size of a small suitcase strapped to his back. As years passed, the machine grew in size. It sometimes weighed thirty pounds, sometimes forty, always spoken of in terms suggesting its dead weight would have bent Charles Atlas double. Cosell said, “I must have looked like Edmund Hillary carrying his knapsack.”




Whatever pioneering Cosell did with his tape recorder, he did it after Silverman showed him its virtues. During World War II, the U.S. Army built a primitive recorder called a Tapak. It was spring-driven and had to be wound every minute and a half. But it was cheap, which endeared it to ABC. Rather than endure the travails of mediocrity, Cosell bought his own tape recorder. The top of the line Magnemite sold for a king’s ransom of three hundred thirty-five dollars. It was manufactured by the New York company Amplifier Corp. of America, 398 Broadway. It operated on three one-and-a-




half-volt “A” batteries and one ninety-volt “B.” Eleven inches wide, eight inches high, and five inches deep, the Magnemite had the advantage of a cast-iron flywheel; unlike the Tapak, there was no need to wind it. But the flywheel raised the reel-to-reel machine’s weight—not to the forty pounds of Cosellian legend, but to seventeen pounds, still enough for Silverman to say, “Howard developed the strongest forearms in broadcasting carrying that friggin’ thing around.”




The tape recorder was along in the spring of 1956 when Cosell went south for baseball’s spring training, but Howard wasn’t carrying it. The burden fell to Ray Robinson, the sportswriter he met in Monte Irvin’s liquor store. Robinson had assumed he would do interviews and writing for Cosell’s radio show. That would be repayment of sorts, for Robinson had become editor of a men’s magazine,Real, which published a column titledCosell’s Clubhouse. The column’s raw copy came to Robinson typed on the back of Western Union papers and in need of heavy editing.




On that trip, Robinson came to think of Cosell as indomitable. He saw Cosell work around the clock. He also recognized his own purpose on the trip. He did no interviews and no writing; he carried Cosell’s tape recorder, and briefcases heavy with reference books. When he also realized that he would not be paid for his work; that Cosell and ABC would not pay his expenses; that the trip would lose him money rather than earn it; that the next two weeks promised only more nights with Cosell in shared hotel rooms, Robinson returned to New York. He had been in Cosell’s presence two days.




Silverman did the writing and producing that packaged Cosell’s reports into a spring-training radio show they calledBaseball Sportstacular. In that creative process, Silverman learned that despite Cosell’s first-class education and inherent journalistic skills, Howard worked under a burden of insecurity, as if sure that any misstep in a world of adversaries, real and imagined, would end his career.




Silverman put the final pieces together in an editing room near midnight the day before the firstBaseball Sportstacular broadcast. Cosell, pacing and chain-smoking cigarettes, said, “It’s not going to work, Eddie, it’s terrible, it’s not going to work.” Midnight became two in the morning. Cosell continued to smoke. “It’s not going to work, I just know it. I made a terrible mistake. I shouldn’t have done this.” By four o’clock, Cosell seemed at the brink of a breakdown. After Silverman put music to the show, he played it for Cosell, who said, “I don’t know, Eddie, I just don’t know, but it’s not your fault, it’s mine.”




The show went on at eight o’clock that night, and the next morning Cosell read a review in the show business newspaper,Variety. It was a rave under the headline, “A Four-Bagger for Baseball Fans.” Cosell carried the good news to every ABC executive’s office. Finally he stopped at Silverman’s door and said, “What a great fucking show! Didn’t I tell you we could do this?” For neither the first time nor the last, Cosell’s behavior caused Silverman to stare in wonder. He said to the figure darkening his doorway, “Who are you? You look like the guy who was up my ass all night.”




 




On June 26, 1959, working his first heavyweight championship fight, Cosell rushed to Floyd Patterson’s corner and shouted, “Floyd! Floyd! Floyd, what happened?”




Patterson had lost by a knockout, knocked down seven times in the third round by the Swedish challenger Ingemar Johansson. “I got hit, Howard,” Patterson said, and Cosell turned to the eccentric trainer, Cus D’Amato, who said, “I will tell you right now that for the first time in the history of boxing, you will see a defeated heavyweight champion win his title back.”




However many professional personas Howard Cosell might come to inhabit, in this beginning he was a journalist only, the intrepid ringside reporter elbowing his way through a crowd to get the news. He had been a boy waiting for the Dodgers score in the afternoon newspapers. Now he delivered the news himself—D’Amato’s prediction was the stuff of tomorrow’s headlines—only he did it instantaneously and coast to coast.




Cassius Clay was seventeen years old in 1959. The national Golden Gloves and AAU 170-pound champion, he lost in the final of the Pan-American Games qualifier. He would not lose again for twelve years.















Chapter Three




“You Got a Little Joe Louis There”










ON JANUARY 17, 1942,at six-thirty-five in the evening, Cassius Marcellus Clay and Odessa Lee Grady Clay became parents of a boy born in Louisville General Hospital. In a pattern to be repeated years afterward, the boy’s appearance set off a commotion. Babies began crying and hollering throughout the maternity ward, and Odessa Clay thought she knew why. She had looked at an identification band on the arm of the boy delivered to her and said, “Nurse! This is not my baby! My baby’s name is Clay, this baby’s name is Brown. You bring me my baby, and everything’ll get quiet.” Sure enough, it did.




The baby weighed six pounds, seven ounces. His head was large, and doctors used forceps to pull him from his mother’s womb. The instrument left a rectangular mark on his right cheek. The father had mulled over names. “I was always excited about names, big important names,” he said. “I wanted a Rudolph Valentino, a Cleopatra, and a Ramona…. I was crazy about Rudolph Valentino. He was so handsome.” But the mother remembered the day in 1932 when a girl with her called across a street to a young, handsome man with a tap dancer’s physique, small and lithe.




“Cassius, you come over here,” the girl said.




Cassius Marcellus Clay’s courtship of Odessa Lee Grady was as quick as it was unusual. Even their friends wondered how a storm-tempered, womanizing, whiskey-eyed rogue—that was Cash—wound up with a sweet-hearted young girl who knelt down every Sunday at the neighborhood Baptist church, Mount Zion. Clay was a painter, mostly of advertising signs outside bars and stores. For twenty-five dollars and a chicken dinner, he also painted Bible scenes on church walls.




Cassius and Odessa had in common the fractured world of black people in Louisville, Kentucky, a state that had sent men to both sides of the Civil War. Odessa never knew her father and had lived with an aunt because her mother could not raise three children at once. “A pretty hard life,” she called it. She worked as a domestic for money to buy clothes. Cassius’s father was Herman Clay, a thick, powerful man who cleaned cuspidors for a quarter a day until he bought a truck to carry ice, coal, and wood. Herman’s own father had worked as a freed man for Cassius Marcellus Clay on the abolitionist’s plantation outside Richmond, Kentucky, a hundred miles east of Louisville. The Cassius Clay born in 1912 would come to say, “Yes, indeed, the original Cassius Marcellus Clay battled against slavery at all times. We proud of him. My own grandfather was brought up on the old man’s land, but he was never a slave. My grandfather waswith the old man, but not in a slave capacity, no sir! Cassius Marcellus Clay took my grandfather with him at all times.”




That day in 1932 on a Louisville street, Odessa Grady told her friend, “Cassius is the most beautiful name for a man I ever heard.” In the hospital ten years later, she turned her husband’s vanity to her advantage. Her ruckus-raising baby became Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr. Once he was home, Cassius Jr. found ways to spread the commotion. Early on, he climbed into the family washing machine to splash water. The more his mother tugged at him, the greater his caterwaulings. Because he balled up his little hands into fists, his mother often heard, “Well, there’s another Joe Louis.”




He walked at ten months, up on his toes, and his mother said that meant he would be fast on his feet. When he was a year old, if no one rocked him, he bumped his head against his chair until he fell asleep. At two, he made a habit of waking up at five o’clock in the morning to throw clothes out of a dresser drawer. He liked toys but preferred to beat on pots and pans. The child talked, shaking his head and jabbering. He stood in his bed and shook it and one morning said his first words to his mother. “Gee gee,” he said. After that, she called him Gee Gee. When he learned to walk, he ran. Until he was seven years old, he ran everywhere.




The boy played basketball and softball at the Chestnut Street YMCA, where the counselor considered him “an aggressive kid” good at swimming and wrestling. After winning a marbles tournament, Cassius announced that he had “the best knuckles in Louisville.” In one photograph of sixty-three YMCA children, Cassius was the only one with his mouth wide open and a hand held high. By then he had a brother a year younger, Rudolph Arnett Clay. (The father won that naming round.) The YMCA counselor, Robert Quarles, did not always know Rudolph, but had no trouble remembering Cassius: “You always knew he was around.” As his seventh-grade English teacher, Penelope Fisher, talked about verbs and adjectives, the boy threw punches in the air. “That was all that was on his mind,” she said. “Punch, punch, punch—and tickle the girls in front of him.”




 




If Odessa gave Cassius Jr., her kindness and generosity, the father was the son’s wellspring of manic energy and sense of theater. Old Cash was a man of many declarations, and it seemed that each was more curious than the last. Some days he draped a shawl over his shoulders and wore a tasseled hat. “A sheik,” said a friend who also remembered Clay’s Arab period: “At noon he used to get down off his painting ladder and in his little box he had a carpet and he’d put this carpet down and bow to the east and then bow to the west.” Once, Cash explained his wide, flat nose and skin much darker than his wife’s and son’s by saying, “Don’t I look like an Arabian? All my features are Arabian.” Or he might be a Mexican under a sombrero, taking a siesta. The friend said that sometimes Clay “was a troubador, singing in the streets. People’d be trying to sleep, one, two in the morning. They’d say, ‘Here comes Cassius!’ He used to sing at nightclubs if they’d let him, or in the streets if they wouldn’t. Love to sing!”




Mostly, he declared himself an artist. “There!” he said one day. He was in a car with Jack Olsen, aSports Illustrated reporter. “That’s my work right there!” He pointed to a scruffy barroom:MIXED DRINK-FOOD-COLD BEERwhiskey by the drink. “Now I’ll show you a beautiful job, an elaborate sign.”JOYCE’S BARBER SHOP ,specializing in processing, shoe shine. “Now I’ll show you some big work.”PACIFIC PLYWOOD PRODUCTS CO .1299 12st. the plywood supermarket. “Look at that work. Ain’t that beautiful? That’s Persian blue with white lettering.”KING KARL’S THREE ROOMS OF FURNITURE . For hours on a tour of Louisville business establishments, Clay showed the full portfolio of his art. On Dumesnil Street:A.B. HARRIS M.D. DELIVERIES AND FEMALE DISORDERS .




Olsen considered Clay a clumsy amateur at best. Yet Cash talked about the work in a breathless stream of consciousness, the words mostly indecipherable, though the reporter guessed that Clay believed the paintings were evidence of genius that went unrecognized because he was a black man in the segregated South.




During the Civil War, as a major city on the Ohio River, Louisville became a market for slaves brought in by boat. Holding pens were set up on Main Street. For most of the next hundred years, racial segregation was real in Louisville. But the city praised itself for its moderation. Its power elite practiced what sociologists call “polite racism.” The city’s blacks won the vote after the Civil War, and its public transportation system of trolley cars was integrated in the 1870s. Still, Louisville in the 1940s and 1950s was divided residentially, financially, and socially along racial lines. Blacks could not sit at lunch counters at downtown department stores, nor could they use restrooms. They could buy clothes, but they could not try them on first. Protesters met at Quinn Chapel Church, the historic abolitionists’ church at Ninth and Chestnut streets. There they planned assaults on a century of insults. They boycotted downtown stores with a “Nothing New for Easter” campaign. They counted themselves proud to be arrested for asking to buy a movie ticket.




The Clays owned a four-room house on a street of such houses in Louisville’s West End, where most of the city’s black families lived. Cassius Sr.’s sign painting and Odessa Clay’s occasional work as a domestic made the family comfortable if not affluent. Those were the same circumstances Cash knew growing up as one of Herman Clay’s twelve children: “There weren’t no poor people in those days. Everybody made a pretty good living in those days. Every house in those days, when I was a boy, every house had so much food on the table that they didn’t have time to put it in the icebox. They just threw the tablecloth over it.”




Odessa Clay, as kindly as her husband was annoying, kept on her bedroom bureau a photograph of her father, the mulatto son of an Irishman named Grady. The faded portrait showed a man with a dignified look, light skin, long hair, and pale eyes. A pale golden color herself, she said of her father, “He looked exactly like a white man.” Mrs. Clay had small features and a high, musical voice that prompted her son Cassius to call her “Bird.” She explained that the baby created the space between her two front teeth: “He was in the bed with me at six months old and you know how babies stretch? And he had little muscle arms and he hit me in the mouth when he stretched and it loosened my other front tooth and I had to have both of them pulled out. So I always say his first knockout punch was in my mouth.”




Like Odessa, Cash quoted neighbors saying of Cassius Jr., “You got a little Joe Louis there, sho’ ’nuff, you got a little Joe Louis there.” He even told folks about a certain telephone pole. Down in the West End, it was the pole that Joe Louis himself once leaned against. The father said he took his boy to lean against that pole, as if somehow the pole’s splinters might transmit the Louis magic to his son.




Many a black man in America through the 1940s wanted for his son, and by extension himself, the glory of Joe Louis, an Alabama sharecropper’s son and the first black heavyweight boxing champion since white men ran Jack Johnson out of the United States. Clay painted his signs and murals around town and was forever railing against the white man, especially those white policemen who came to know him on nights when whiskey had done its devil’s work.




It was a small irony that the young Clay became a fighter under the guidance of a white Louisville police officer. While at a community bazaar downtown, the boy realized his bike had been stolen. It was a new, shiny, red Schwinn. He reported the theft to a policeman and promised to whip whoever took it. The traffic cop taking the report, a tough ex-cowboy from New Mexico named Joe Martin, said that if a boy made such a promise, he better be able to back it up. As it happened, Martin also worked for the city recreation department as a boxing instructor. His gym was in the basement of Columbia Auditorium downtown on Fourth Street. He invited Cassius to come by.




Then, one day, boxers in the policeman’s gym heardsomething. They had never heard such a sound. It was a sharp sound rising to an angry snap. A teenager named Tom Zollinger thought,Lash LaRue cracking his whip. Zollinger looked around and saw a small kid hitting the heavy bag. Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., weighed eighty-nine pounds. The skinny little kid had made that sound. The kid was no beginner. He had been told to leave Fred Stoner’s gym. Stoner was a dour, stern-faced little man, a black boxing trainer who worked near the Clays’ neighborhood. He was the best fight man in town, a scientific teacher, a quiet disciplinarian. His star had been Rudell Stitch, the world’s number-two-ranked welterweight the day he drowned trying to rescue a stranger. Kids came to see Stoner at the Grace Community Center. They worked in a basement room so small that Stoner lined up students shoulder to shoulder and drilled them in unison, jab, slide-step, jab, everyone moving in the same direction because collisions would cause bodies to tumble like dominoes.




Zollinger heard that this Cassius kid wanted to get fancy and there wasn’t room at Stoner’s for individualists. But he liked boxing too much to quit and had announced, in his father’s announcing way, that he would be a champion someday. So the next Joe Louis followed a friend to the policeman’s place and there made that sound against the heavy bag, the whip’s-crack announcing that someone unusual had arrived. Zollinger watched how he did that thing. He saw the little kid slap the heavy bag, almost as heavy as he was, until he had hollowed out an indentation at his eye level. Then he came quickly with dozens of sharp jabs. There would be a pop-pop-pop sound. Zollinger would stop whatever he was doing. With his buddies, all quiet now, he would watch the kid make that sound they had never heard before.




The policeman’s fighters also noticed that no one taught Clay anything. He just did what he wanted to do. Stoner and Martin believed there was one way to box, and one way only. Martin tried to convince Clay to box flat-footed, to slide his left foot forward as he jabbed and return the left arm to where it had begun—elbow tucked firmly to the side, fist next to the chin. It was the way ordinary men learned to fight. But Clay was not ordinary, even at twelve years old, and he knew it. He used both trainers, working afternoons at Martin’s gym, being allowed back to Stoner’s at nights. Martin’s advantage was that he had a monopoly on providing young fighters to Louisville’s television station WAVE for its Saturday night boxing program,Tomorrow’s Champions. Before Clay’s first fight on that program at age twelve, he knocked on neighborhood doors to alert everyone that he would be on television. The show’s host, WAVE sportscaster Ed Kallay, considered Clay “delightful, well mannered, and courteous.”




That first year, as a novice flyweight, Clay lost seven fights. But in those defeats Joe Martin saw characteristics more important than skill. He saw how badly Clay wanted to be good; he was the hardest worker ever in Martin’s gym. While the policeman recognized fear in Clay’s eyes, he also saw how Clay reacted to it. “All that talkin’ he does,” Martin said, “that’s nothing but whistlin’ past the graveyard. With a corn cob and a cigarette lighter, you could chase him out of town. But he never quit in the ring. Takes guts to face what you’re scared of. Clay’s got guts.”




The gym may also have been a safe place away from home. His daddy’s whiskey nights scared him. The old man would take a swing at anyone in his way. When Odessa Clay could not handle it, she called the police. Cassius Sr. was arrested nine times for reckless driving, disorderly conduct, assault and battery, and once for “disposing of mortgaged property,” which is the only line on his rap sheet that does not suggest whiskey whispering in his ear. He never did jail time, largely because the attorney Henry Sadlo, the state’s boxing commissioner, had such affection for Cassius Jr. that he hauled himself out of bed at all hours to tell a judge that old Cash just needed to sleep it off.




For three or four days in the summer of 1957, Cassius Jr. did not show up at Columbia Gym. That was strange because Clay was usually first to arrive and last to leave. When he appeared with a bandage on his thigh, he told Martin he had cut his leg on a milk bottle. Martin later heard another story. A policeman had been called to the Clays’ home by Mrs. Clay after a domestic quarrel, “either a cutting or a fight or something like that.” When young Cassius identified himself and mentioned Martin’s name, the policeman let it go. He told Mrs. Clay, “Now, look, take him to your own doctor or take him to the hospital, and if you want to, go up and take out a malicious cutting warrant.” Louisville’s police files held a cursory summary: “August 8, 1957—10:32P.M ., Mrs. Clay, cutting INV. [investigation] 3307 Grand. NA [no arrest].” Later that year, Cassius told Martin that he had been cut when he stepped between his daddy’s knife and his mother.




Fifteen years old that summer, undefeated after losing those seven flyweight fights, young Cassius had become a prodigy in a game that stood alongside football as second to baseball among American sports fans. Boxing’s premier champions in 1957 would become Hall of Famers: Floyd Patterson, Archie Moore, Sugar Ray Robinson, Carmen Basilio, Sandy Saddler. NBC’s weeklyFriday Night Fights, one element of theGillette Cavalcade of Sports, broadcast nearly six hundred fights. The Cavalcade began in 1941 and when it left the air in 1964 it was the longest-running series in television history.




One afternoon in 1957, Clay called the Sheraton Hotel in downtown Louisville. He knew that the famous trainer, Angelo Dundee, was there with a fighter, Willie Pastrano. He said, “Mr. Dundee, my name is Cassius Marcellus Clay. I’m the Golden Gloves champion of Louisville, Kentucky.” There followed a list of the fights he had won and the championships he intended to win, including the Olympics and the heavyweight championship of the world. “I want to talk to you and Mr. Pastrano.” Here Dundee turned to Pastrano, a clever light-heavyweight, and said, “Some nut downstairs wants to talk to us. But he sounds like he might be a nice kid. Want to talk to him?” Pastrano said, “Why not? Nothing good on television.” For three hours, Clay asked the trainer and fighter how they did it. How much roadwork? How many times a day did Willie eat? How many rounds did he spar? Dundee was astonished not only by the kid’s hunger for information but by the intelligence of his questions. The trainer had worked with six world champions and he had never had that animated a conversation about the craft with any of them.




Clay’s curiosity also took him in search of Lloyd Price, a singer riding the success of “Stagger Lee,” the first song by a black rock ’n’ roll artist to lead the country in sales. Late in 1958, Price came to Louisville’s Top Hat Lounge and heard a good-looking young man at the door say, “Mr. Price, I’m Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr. I’m the Golden Gloves champion of Louisville, Kentucky. Someday I’m gonna be the heavyweight champion of the world. I love your music, and I’m gonna be famous like you.”




“Kid, you’re dreaming,” Price said.




Each time Price came to Louisville, Clay came to the Top Hat. Clay asked questions about travel and music. He also wanted to know how to make out with girls. “Just be yourself,” Price said, “and the girls will like you.” Price gave the young man a couple of dollar bills. “And always have money. That’s the beginning of hanging out with foxes.”




Clay lost only once at the top levels of amateur boxing, at age seventeen in the 1959 Pan-American Games trials final. The defeat was to Amos Johnson, a twenty-five-year-old Marine whose left-handed style compounded Clay’s difficulties. Then came the 1960 Olympic Games in Rome. The problem for Clay there was that no one ever won an Olympic gold medal without showing up—and Clay didn’t want to fly. Flying frightened him so much that he once returned from San Francisco to Louisville by bus. He told Joe Martin he would go to Rome—by boat. But Martin well knew the workings of Clay’s mind. Because Clay was in a hurry to get rich and famous, the trainer pointed out that a 1952 Olympics gold medal had done all that for Floyd Patterson, the current heavyweight champion. So Clay flew first to New York. There the young sports editor ofNewsweek magazine, Dick Schaap, took him to Sugar Ray Robinson’s bar in Harlem. They waited on Seventh Avenue until a purple Cadillac pulled up. “Here he comes,” Clay shouted. “Here comes the great man Robinson.” Schaap made the introductions and watched as the languid, sparkling Sugar Ray gave the kid an autographed picture of himself, wished him luck in the Olympics, and drifted away, better things to be done in a great man’s day. Robinson’s condescension did not register on Clay, who came away saying, “That Sugar Ray, he’s something. SomedayI’m going to owntwo Cadillacs—and a Ford for just getting around in.”




In Rome, Clay did so much glad-handing that some athletes called him “The Mayor” of the Olympic Village. He even came across Patterson and told him, “See you in a couple years.” Clay won three bouts in the 178-pound division to reach the gold-medal final. There waited Poland’s Zbigniew Pietrzykowski, a three-time European champion, the 1956 bronze medalist, and, like Amos Johnson, a left-handed veteran (of 231 fights). Again puzzled by the southpaw style, Clay came to the third and final round needing to win it decisively. He put such a storm on the Pole that by round’s end Pietrzykowski was helpless. The next day, Clay told American reporters that a Soviet journalist had asked how it felt to win a gold medal and know he still couldn’t go home and eat with white folks. “I looked him up and down once or twice,” Clay said, “and standing tall and proud, I said to him: ‘Tell your readers we’ve got qualified people working on that problem, and I’m not worried about the outcome. To me, the U.S.A. is still the best country in the world, including yours. It may be hard to get something to eat sometimes, but anyhow I ain’t fighting alligators and living in a mud hut.’”




Back in New York, Clay walked around Times Square with Dick Schaap and expressed surprise when anyone called out his name. “How’d you know?” Clay said to a passerby. “I saw you on TV,” the man said. “Saw you beat that Pole in the final. Everybody knows who you are.” Clay: “Really? You really know? That’s wonderful.” Schaap thought maybe the recognition had to do with the fact that Clay’s fight had been on television two days earlier. Or maybe it was Clay’s physique, “his developing light-heavyweight’s build, 180 pounds spread like silk over a six-foot-two frame.” There also was the blue Olympic blazer with USA embroidered on it. Then, too, the gold medal still hung around his neck. He had not taken it off since he won it. “First time I ever slept on my back,” he said. “Had to, or that medal would’ve cut my chest.”




Clay’s victory thrilled him, but apparently didn’t impress everyone. At year’s end, for a show recapping the sports highlights of 1960, WABC sports director Howard Cosell mentioned the Olympic Games only briefly. He did not mention Cassius Clay at all.




[image: space]






When Clay showed up in December 1960 to work with Dundee at the Fifth Street Gym in Miami Beach, a great harrumphing came from the gym’s College of Pugilistic Cardinals, those wise men who had seen the great ones sweat: Pastrano, Sugar Ray, Sonny Liston, Jake LaMotta, Kid Gavilan, Willie Pep, Emile Griffith, Sugar Ramos, Luis Rodriguez, Ralph Dupas. The scholars of the sweet science had never seen anyone fight the way Clay did and could not imagine why anyone would. He looked amateurish: He didn’t block punches (he leaned away from them), he threw punches while moving (and only at the head), and he never fought on the inside. The wise men of the Fifth Street Gym reckoned he fought like a man afraid to fight. “The kid’s gonna get killed,” said one old trainer.




The Fifth Street Gym was a classic fighter’s heaven/hellhole. Yellowing fight bills decorated the walls of the large second-story space above a drugstore at the corner of Washington Avenue and Fifth Street. The narrow stairway up was a perilous pile of weathered wood dimly lit by a bare bulb and often obstructed by the recumbent form of the previous night’s wino. At ringside were two rows of spring-busted seats scrounged from a razed movie house. Two speed bags and heavy bags hung from creaking chains. A full-length mirror allowed fighters to admire themselves. The floor, mottled with blood drops, sweat, and water from spit buckets, was bare and splintering except where patches of plywood had been fitted in for repairs. Light came through two walls of grimy windows, some left open to bring in fresh air. Fighters dressed in a dark cubbyhole; they showered under an open-mouthed water spigot. In the narrow wall space between sets of windows, someone had painted boxing gloves above and below the wordGYM painted in red block letters on a yellow background. It was art that Cassius Marcellus Clay, Sr., might have committed.




At the gym door, visitors passed by the skeletal figure of Emmet Sullivan, there to collect fifty cents per person. Sully mumbled. A dead cigar extended an inch or two from his toothless gums. Brown spittle flowed through the whiskers of his jowls and dripped onto a shirt collar spotted by discharges from another time. It was Ferdie Pacheco, a gym regular, who had anointed Sully, Evil Eye, Sellout Moe, and Chicky as the Pugilistic Cardinals. A physician working in a Miami ghetto, the irrepressible Pacheco had been inducted into boxing’s odd little world by Dundee’s brother, Chris. “Sully’s main preoccupation is that someone will sneak by him without paying the tab of four bits,” Pacheco said. When the writer Wilfrid Sheed thought to skirt Sully by hissing, “Press,” the tobacco-stained wretch countered, “Yeah, press your pants. Come up with the four bits, mud turtle.”




The press and the Pugilistic Cardinals missed the invisible work that Dundee had done with the young Clay. Obvious as the fundamental flaws were, Dundee knew it made no sense to change them. Better to recognize Clay’s strengths—size, speed, reflexes—and build from there. He was only nineteen on a day in 1961 when Ingemar Johansson’s trainer made the mistake of asking for a sparring partner. The sly Dundee said, “I’ve got a kid who’s only had four pro fights, but he’ll give Ingo a good workout.”




A kid nineteen? In with a twenty-eight-year-old veteran who had won and lost the heavyweight championship in fights with Floyd Patterson? Their third fight would happen in three weeks, and now, in the Fifth Street Gym, Johansson needed some work.




“Hey, Cash,” Dundee shouted, “get your ass over here. Wanna go three rounds with the Swede?”




Fresh and eager, Clay practically sang in response. “Do Ah wanna go three rounds with the Swede, do Ah wanna go three rounds with the Swede? Ah’m gonna be dancin’ with Ingemar Johansson…”




First round: Clay, never getting hit, his jabs snapping Johansson’s head, the older man plodding after a teenager. Second round: another shutout, accompanied by Clay shouting, “I should be fighting Patterson, not you, sucker. I’m the next heavyweight champion of the world. Here I am, sucker. Come and get me, sucker.” There was no third round. (Johansson’s trainer called it off in hopes that his man could piece together his self-esteem. Maybe he couldn’t. On March 13, 1961, Patterson knocked him out in the sixth round.)




What the College of Pugilistic Cardinals missed most egregiously was Clay’s confidence. The weight of his self-assurance may have been best measured by a photographer with no experience in sports. Flip Schulke had covered Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement. In 1961Sports Illustrated andLife asked Schulke to go to Miami Beach and photograph the young boxer Cassius Clay, who had made news by announcing he would become the youngest heavyweight champion ever.




They started out shopping. On the magazine’s expense account, Schulke thought to upgrade Clay’s meager wardrobe. But Burdine’s, a major department store in Miami, refused to let him try on clothes. When Schulke demanded an explanation, the store manager said, “It’s policy, Negroes can’t try on clothes.”




“Listen,” Schulke said, “this man won an Olympic gold medal.”




“Yes?” the manager said.




Clay interrupted. “Don’t worry about it, Flip. I don’t want to make a mess here. It’s like this in Louisville, too. Let’s go to the black section.”




For a generation to come, Clay’s face turned to cameras as flowers answer to the sun. It started with Schulke, whose practiced eye examined the kid’s face and found it perfect. It wasn’t so much the physical beauty of it, though there certainly was that. Unlike some faces with features so odd they achieve a striking look, Clay’s was a gathering of all-stars. He had Asian-prince eyes, almond-shaped, the irises brown under shining black brows. Genetics had done him more than one favor. It left the hard, lean darkness with his father and gave him his mother’s softness, a golden aura, even her cupid’s-bow lips. Schulke saw sweetness, a twinkle always dancing in the kid’s eyes.




They were together five days, shooting and talking. When Schulke said Clay might be more kindly received if he didn’t talk so much and so loudly, the photographer heard an explanation he had not expected. “Look at Gorgeous George,” Clay said, naming the perfumed villain of 1950s professional wrestling, notorious for delivering orations on his own beauty and invincibility.




“You’re not going to put on a wig and cape like him, are you?” Schulke said.




“No, no, the idea is to make the press mad at me. If they think I’m crazy, they’re going to write about me. Gorgeous George isn’t even a good wrestler and he fills auditoriums. And I’m a good boxer. Think what I’ll get.”




Schulke thought,Bright! Clay also was clever enough to con the worldly photographer into an extraordinary photo session. “I want to get intoLife,” Clay told Schulke, “and I’ve got an idea that’s right up your alley.” Schulke had told him about shooting underwater pictures of a water skier. Clay said an old trainer had taught him to throw punches underwater because the water acted like a weight against the fist. With scuba tank and underwater camera, Schulke shot Clay standing on the pool bottom in a fighter’s pose, left foot forward, knees bent, fists up, chin tucked.Life ran four pages of the photographs, Clay underwater, bubbles coming from his nostrils, water flowing over his fists. Only when the magazine was in his hands did Clay tell Schulke that he had never trained underwater at all, that, in fact, he was afraid of water, that he had done it just to get intoLife. This time Schulke thought,I never had a clue. Bright? He’s a genius. And he’s nineteen!




The Clay of Miami Beach was also an ascetic. No easy thing, considering he lived cheek to cheek with temptation. Pacheco said Ali’s hotel, the Mary Elizabeth, “was to the world of the corrupt what St. Peter’s represents to Catholics. The rooms were filled with whores, johns, pimps, boosters, grifters, con men, and addicts.” But Clay didn’t drink, didn’t smoke, and didn’t chase. To all those shake dancers who lusted after the fresh young kid from Kentucky, he said no because he believed what wizened old men told him, that sex interfered with training. And he was a man on a mission. He would be the Heavyweight Champion of the Whole Wide World! His belief in that destiny was so genuine that people in the ghetto protected him, from himself as much as anything.
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