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For Howard Bingham, there’s no one like him.
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Preface

In October 1988, I met with Muhammad Ali and his wife, Lonnie, at their request to explore the possibility of writing this book. “People don’t know the real Muhammad,” Lonnie told me at our first session. “All they see is the man the media has exposed them to, but there are so many more sides to Muhammad. He has deep personal convictions, and lives up to those convictions every day. He’s gentle and caring with a heart purer than any I’ve ever known. I want people to understand who Muhammad is, what he stands for, and what he’s accomplished throughout his life.”

Muhammad Ali: His Life and Times is an attempt to achieve that goal. There have been more words written about, more photographs taken of, and more attention lavished upon Ali than any athlete ever. Yet for all his years in the spotlight, the true Ali is largely unknown. Stories about him have been embellished and retold to the point where they assume biblical proportions. People worldwide recognize his face. Yet, even as the Ali chronicles grow, new generations are born, and to them Ali is more legend than reality, part of America’s distant past. Indeed, for millions of young men and women today, the name Cassius Marcellus Clay is unknown—and that’s a shame, because to understand Ali, one must understand where he came from.

This book is not an attempt to mythologize Ali. It’s an effort to show him as he was and is: a superb human being with good qualities and flaws. In his twenties, he was arguably the greatest fighter of all time. But more importantly, he reflected and shaped the social and political currents of the age in which he reigned. Ali in the 1960s stood for the proposition that principles mattered, that equality among people was just and proper, that the war in Vietnam was wrong. Inevitably, the sixties passed. Ali evolved from a feared warrior to a benevolent monarch and ultimately to a benign venerated figure. He is today a deeply religious man, who evokes feelings of respect and love wherever he travels throughout the world.

In preparing this book, I’ve had a very special opportunity and also a special obligation. I’ve spent thousands of hours with Ali, the members of his family, his associates, and his friends. I believe Muhammad has been completely honest with me, and to the extent that people have related stories that might be critical of him for use in this book, it’s not a case of telling tales out of school. Rather, Muhammad has personally asked each contributor to this project to be fully candid and open. Like most authors, I relied on a wide range of sources. Space does not allow me to list all the archival material and publications reviewed. However, I’m particularly indebted to the many individuals listed in the Appendix who granted interviews for this project.

Throughout the manuscript, a variety of opinions are expressed. I would like to remind readers of the distinction between opinion and fact, and note that I don’t necessarily agree with every statement quoted. Rather, I’ve sought to incorporate as many divergent views as possible. Whenever a quotation appears in the manuscript, I’ve indicated its source in the Notes at the end of the book unless it comes from an interview conducted specifically for the book. I have often joined separate quotations from the same speaker and excerpted statements to facilitate reporting on a particular thought or event. This editing has been necessary to accommodate the hundreds of speakers whose voices are heard and who cover the full scope of Ali’s life. I’m confident that in so doing I’ve done nothing to distort what was said or otherwise compromise the fairness of the book. In reporting on the early years of Ali’s life, I’ve employed the name “Cassius Clay,” not as a sign of disrespect but because it’s the name Ali himself used and was known by then. To avoid confusion, I’ve tried to remain constant in the use of other names throughout the book. For example, Belinda Ali has changed her name to Khalilah Ali and Herbert Muhammad is now known as Jabir Muhammad. But most people I interviewed referred to them by their original names, and I have used those names for reasons of clarity. Again, no disrespect is intended.

Let me also add a word about Muhammad’s health. That subject is dealt with extensively in the later pages of the book, but it was a threshold issue for me before becoming involved. Like millions of people, I’d seen Muhammad on television in recent years. Sometimes he looked well. Other times, his face was frozen; he moved slowly; the life seemed all but gone from his eyes. I didn’t want to involve myself in this project unless Muhammad wanted it and was capable of making a significant contribution to the recounting of his life. And toward that end, before making a commitment, I spent five days with Muhammad and Lonnie Ali at their home in Michigan. It was the first of many times we spent together, and I was enormously relieved by what I found. Muhammad’s speech is not what it once was, but his thought processes are still clear. His memory is good; his mind is sharp. And despite his physical difficulties, Muhammad is healthier, happier, more alert, and more content than most people realize. He enjoys his life; he believes he’s doing God’s work, and he’s as satisfied with each day as anybody I know.

Thomas Hauser

New York, N.Y.



1
Origins

Each day at 5:00 A.M., a forty-nine-year-old man rises from bed on a small farm in Berrien Springs, Michigan. Quietly, as mandated by the Qur’an, he washes himself with clear running water. Then he puts on clean clothes, faces Makkah with his hands at his sides, and says to himself, “I intend to perform the morning prayer as ordered by Allah, the Lord of all the worlds.” Outside, it is dark. The only sounds are the wind in winter and the blending of birds and insects when the weather is warm. The man changes position. “Allahu Akbar. Pure and glorified are You, O Allah. Blessed is Your Name and exalted is Your Majesty, and there is nothing worthy of worship except You. I seek refuge with Allah from Satan, the accursed.”

The man is Muhammad Ali, the most recognizable person on earth. For half a century, he has walked among us, his face as familiar as that of a close friend. Somewhere in time, he captured a blend of mayhem and magic that carried him deep into the collective psyche of us all. The world didn’t just see or hear Ali; it felt him. And if he hasn’t always been part of the landscape, it somehow seems that way now.

One of life’s lessons is that dreams and fantasies aren’t bound by the same rules as reality, but time and again Ali made them coincide. In the ring, he was the most beautiful fighting machine ever assembled. One mark of a great champion is the ability to win his title at a young age and hold on to it until he’s old. When Ali made his professional debut, Dwight D. Eisenhower was president of the United States, and several countries in which he later fought didn’t exist at all. Ali fought through the terms of seven presidents, holding center stage for twenty years. In all of boxing history, only two men won the heavyweight championship at a younger age. And only one prevailed in a heavyweight title bout when he was older than Ali, who at thirty-six years eight months toppled Leon Spinks to recapture his crown. All told, Ali challenged for the heavyweight championship five times and successfully defended it on nineteen occasions. And in the process, he altered the consciousness of people the world over. Ali was black and proud of it at a time when many black Americans were running from their color. He was, to some, the greatest hero to come out of the Vietnam War. With the exception of Martin Luther King, no black man in America had more influence than Ali during the years when Ali was in his prime.

Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., as Ali was once known, was born in Louisville General Hospital at 6:35 P.M. on January 17, 1942. His father, Cassius Marcellus Clay, Sr., earned a living painting billboards and signs. According to court records, Ali’s paternal grandparents could read and write, and all four of his paternal great-grandparents were listed as “free colored” on Kentucky’s census rolls. While historical records offer no proof that members of the Clay family were held as slaves, in all likelihood at one time they were. Ali’s mother, Odessa Grady Clay, worked as a household domestic when her children were young. One of her grandparents, Tom Moorehead, was the son of a white Moorehead and a slave named Dinah. Mrs. Clay’s other grandfather was a white Irishman named Abe Grady, who emigrated to the United States from County Clare, Ireland, soon after the Civil War and married a “free colored woman” whose name is unknown.1

MUHAMMAD ALI: “My mother is a Baptist, and when I was growing up, she taught me all she knew about God. Every Sunday, she dressed me up, took me and my brother to church, and taught us the way she thought was right. She taught us to love people and treat everybody with kindness. She taught us it was wrong to be prejudiced or hate. I’ve changed my religion and some of my beliefs since then, but her God is still God; I just call him by a different name. And my mother, I’ll tell you what I’ve told people for a long time. She’s a sweet, fat, wonderful woman, who loves to cook, eat, make clothes, and be with family. She doesn’t drink, smoke, meddle in other people’s business, or bother anyone, and there’s no one who’s been better to me my whole life.”

CASSIUS CLAY, SR.: “He was a good boy. Both them boys, him and his brother, were good boys growing up. They didn’t give us any trouble. They were church boys, because my wife brought them to church every Sunday. She was a good Baptist. I was a Methodist. But my daddy used to say to me, ‘Let them follow their mother because a woman is always better than a man.’ So that’s what I did, and their mother taught them right; taught them to believe in God and be spiritual and be good to everybody. He was a good child and he grew up to be a good man, and he couldn’t have been nothing else to be honest with you because of the way his mother raised him. Sunday school every Sunday. I dressed them up as good as I could afford, kept them in pretty good clothes. And they didn’t come out of no ghetto. I raised them on the best street I could: 3302 Grand Avenue in the west end of Louisville. I made sure they were around good people; not people who would bring them into trouble. And I taught them values—always confront the things you fear, try to be the best at whatever you do. That’s what my daddy taught me, and those are things that have to be taught. You don’t learn those things by accident.”

ODESSA CLAY: “I had a pretty hard life when I was young. My mother and father separated when I was a child, so I never saw much of my father or knew much about where he came from. My mother had three children and couldn’t raise us all, so very often I stayed with my aunt. I started working to buy clothes so I could go to school. And then, when I was sixteen, I met Mr. Clay. He was walking home from work while I was talking to a friend one afternoon, and my friend—she knew him—called across the street and told him to come over and say hello. He’s four years older than I am, so that would have made him twenty at the time.

“We called Muhammad ‘GG’ when he was born because—you know how babies jabber at the side of their crib—he used to say ‘gee, gee, gee, gee.’ And then, when he became a Golden Gloves champion, he told us, ‘You know what that meant? I was trying to say Golden Gloves.’ So we called him GG, and sometimes I still do. When he was a child, he never sat still. He walked and talked and did everything before his time. When he was two years old, he’d wake up in the middle of the night and throw everything from his dresser onto the floor. Most boys run around flat-footed or walk; GG went around on his tip-toes all the time. He used to stuff cake in his mouth and his mouth would be full, but he’d still say, ‘More cake, Mommy; more cake.’ And by the time he was four, he had all the confidence in the world. Even when he played with older children, he always wanted to be the leader. He’d tell them, ‘Okay, today I’m going to be the daddy.’ Then his little brother, Rudolph, was born. And if I had to spank Rudolph, GG would run and grab me and say, ‘Don’t you hit my baby.’ One time, he tied a string to our draperies in the bedroom, and ran the string out the window around the house to his own room. Then he waited until we were ready to go to bed, and pulled on the string to make the curtains move. Everything he did seemed different as a child. He even had measles and chicken pox at the same time. His mind was like the March wind, blowing every which way. And whenever I thought I could predict what he’d do, he turned around and proved me wrong.

“He had confidence in himself, and that gave me confidence in him. He started boxing when he was twelve, and we’d sit at night, and he’d tell me how someday he was going to be champion of the world. It made me nervous watching him in the ring, but I believed that he could take care of himself. Then he joined the Nation of Islam, and I felt, well, this is the land of the free; worship as you please. If that’s what he wanted to do, it was all right. The important thing was that he had a belief in God. The controversy with the Army worried me a lot. I wanted him to join, because at the time, I thought that was the right thing to do, but he had to make up his own mind. And now I worry about his health. I think rest is the best thing for him. When he gets his rest, you can tell the difference. But that’s in God’s hands, and I can’t tell you what God is going to do. I always felt like God made Muhammad special, but I don’t know why God chose me to carry this child.”

CASSIUS CLAY, SR.: “When the boys got older, I took them with me on jobs; taught them how to paint pretty good. Before he started fighting, Muhammad could lay out a sign. Draw letters, do the spacing, mix the paint, and fill it in right. That was my living before I had a heart attack. I can’t do too much now. But I was an artist, not just a sign painter. I was born painting, and if it wasn’t for the way things were at the time, a lot more people would have known what I could do. I don’t have a favorite of the paintings I’ve done. To be honest with you, they’re all good. One time, I had these paintings I did in the basement. They were like snow scenes. I don’t know where they are now; I haven’t got them anymore. And by having lights turn on them, Christmas lights on a motor, it looked like you had an orange sun, and the sun and clouds were moving across the snow. My paintings are in most of the churches down here. Almost every Baptist church in Louisville, Kentucky, has a mural I done for them.”

RAHAMAN ALI (formerly Rudolph Arnette Clay): “Louisville was segregated, but it was a quiet city, very peaceful and clean. There wasn’t much crime; no drugs; very little drinking or prostitution.

Things were different from the way they are now. Growing up, 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?’ I never got into any fights. No one attacked me. It wasn’t like in the Deep South, but people would call us nigger and tell us to get out if they thought we were someplace we didn’t belong.

“Muhammad and I had a few fights between us. All brothers do. But it was nothing serious; more like tests of strength, wrestling. He always had to be the leader, and we let him because he was very intelligent and quick. Outside of boxing, he never played much sports. Now and then, we’d play touch football on the street, and he was fast. It was hard for the rest of us to make a tag on him because of his speed. But tackle football, he didn’t like. He wouldn’t play because he thought it was too rough. He was a great marbles player; he loved to shoot marbles. And that was it, except all the time, he used to ask me to throw rocks at him. I thought he was crazy, but he’d stand back and dodge every one of them. No matter how many I threw, I could never hit him.”

In some ways, the Clays were a closely knit family, but as with most families, there were problems. Louisville police records reveal that Cassius Clay, Sr., was arrested four times for reckless driving, twice for disorderly conduct, once for disposing of mortgaged property, and twice for assault and battery. His penchant for women led to discord at home, and he sometimes turned violent under the influence of alcohol. On three occasions, Odessa Clay called the police for protection from her husband. Ali prefers not to talk about those times, but they weighed upon him, as did the “ugly etiquette” of the South. Segregation was a way of life in Kentucky, and reminders of second-class citizenship were everywhere.

MUHAMMAD ALI: “When I was growing up, too many colored people thought it was better to be white. And I don’t know what it was, but I always felt like I was born to do something for my people. Eight years old, 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 an answer. I’d look at the stars and wait for a voice, but I never heard nothing. Then my bike got stolen and I started boxing, and it was like God telling me that boxing was my responsibility. God made us all, but some of us are made special. Einstein wasn’t an ordinary human. Columbus wasn’t an ordinary human. Elvis Presley, the Wright brothers. Some people have special resources inside, and when God blesses you to have more than others, you have a responsibility to use it right.”

The saga of Cassius Clay’s red-and-white Schwinn bike has been told often over time. In October 1954, he and a friend rode their bicycles to the Columbia Auditorium, which was hosting an annual black bazaar called The Louisville Home Show. For much of the afternoon, they canvassed the floor, eating free popcorn and candy. Then, when it was time to go home, Clay discovered his bike had been stolen. Meanwhile, a Louisville policeman named Joe Martin was at work in the basement, teaching youngsters how to box.

JOE MARTIN: “I was down at the gym one night, and there was something else going on in the building, a display of merchandise that the Negro merchants put on once a year for their customers. And one night this kid came downstairs, and he was crying. Somebody had stolen his new bicycle, and of course he was very upset about that and wanted to report it to the police. And as I was a police officer, well, someone told him there’s a police officer downstairs in the gymnasium, go down and tell him about it. And he was having a fit, half crying because someone stole his bike. He was only twelve years old then, and he was gonna whup whoever stole it. 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.’ ”2

“To all intents and purposes,” Wilfred Sheed later wrote, “Cassius Clay was born at the age of twelve, the day he entered the gym and started fighting.”3 As part of the Columbia Gym’s amateur program, Martin produced a local television show called Tomorrow’s Champions, which offered instant celebrity status to his young charges. Six weeks after joining the gym, eighty-nine-pound Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., made his ring debut, winning a three-minute, three-round split decision over another novice named Ronnie O’Keefe.

JOE MARTIN: “I guess I’ve taught a thousand boys to box, or at least tried to teach them. Cassius Clay, when he first began coming around, looked no better or worse than the majority. If boxers were paid bonuses on their potential like ballplayers are, I don’t know if he would have received one. He was just ordinary, and I doubt whether any scout would have thought much of him in his first year. About a year later, though, you could see that the little smart aleck—I mean, he’s always been sassy—had a lot of potential. He stood out because, I guess, he had more determination than most boys, and he had the speed to get him someplace. He was a kid willing to make the sacrifices necessary to achieve something worthwhile in sports. I realized it was almost impossible to discourage him. He was easily the hardest worker of any kid I ever taught.”4

MUHAMMAD ALI: “When I started boxing, all I really wanted was someday to buy my mother and father a house and own a nice big car for myself. I figured if I could turn pro and get on Saturday night fights, I could make four thousand dollars just for one night. Then my dreams started to grow. In school, sometimes I’d pretend they were announcing my name over the loudspeaker system, saying ‘Cassius Clay, heavyweight champion of the world.’ Other times, I’d draw a picture of a jacket on a piece of paper, like a high school football jacket; only on back of the jacket I’d write ‘National Golden Gloves Champion’ or ‘Cassius Clay, World Heavyweight Champ.’

“Joe Martin was the man who started me in boxing, but sometimes I trained with a black man named Fred Stoner. I trained six days a week, and never drank or smoked a cigarette. The only thing I ever did like drugs was twice I took the cap off a gas tank and smelled the gas, which made me dizzy. Boxing kept me out of trouble.”

JOE MARTIN: “Only once did I ever see him knocked out, knocked cold, and that was in the gymnasium, working out with an amateur named Willy Moran. Moran was a good hitter. Later he turned pro. Anyway, he really flattened Cassius that day. Cassius had been talking to me about wanting a scooter, and when he regained consciousness, he said to me, ‘Mr. Martin, which way was that scooter going that hit me?’ The scooter was on his mind. That was the only time I ever saw him knocked cold, and it didn’t faze him. He was back working out with Moran again the next day.”5

One of Clay’s contemporaries in Louisville was Jimmy Ellis, who later held the World Boxing Association heavyweight championship during Ali’s exile from boxing.

JIMMY ELLIS: “When I met Ali, he was about fourteen. I saw him fight on television against a friend of mine and he beat my friend, and I said, ‘I can beat this guy,’ so I started going to the gym. That’s what got me into boxing. We fought twice against each other in the amateurs. I was older, by two years, but he was bigger than me even then. The first time we fought, he won. It was close but he got the decision, and it was the first time I ever got beat in a fight. Then we fought again; it was close, and I won. I knew it was a good guy that beat me the first time and it didn’t bother me, and I think he figured the second time it was a good guy that beat him. After that, we became friends. Boxing is that way. You know, you can run together, talk together, and wind up fighting each other the next night; but when the fight is over, you shake hands and be friends. And I can tell you, Ali spent all his time in the gym. That’s where he lived. He wanted to box and he wanted to be great, and that’s what his life was all about. I never saw him fight in the streets. I never saw him pushing or shoving outside the ring. But in the gym, he took his boxing very seriously. Even then, he did a lot of talking, telling guys they couldn’t beat him, saying he was gonna knock everyone out. But he learned about what went on in the ring, because he was working at it constantly and had the desire to fight. I mean, he was a fighter. Even when he was young, he had a fighting heart. I saw him get knocked down and get up to knock other guys out. He could be in a hole, getting beat, and still come back to win.”

Chuck Bodak, an amateur boxing official, recalls Cassius Clay in the ring at that time.

CHUCK BODAK: “I was on the Golden Gloves coaching staff for the Chicago Tribune, which conducted the National Golden Gloves Tournament in Chicago. When Cassius first came in, he looked like a young colt, very spindly legged and wiry. Framework was just about all he had, but even then there was an aura about him. People would stop and look and not know what they were looking at, but they were looking at him. He lost that first year to a kid named Kent Green, who was an older, seasoned amateur from Chicago. But Cassius had talent; he made an impression. And each year after that, the improvement was obvious. The more he matured, the sharper he got. I mean, you’d of 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.’ ”

Bob Surkein, an Amateur Athletic Union referee and judge, supplements Bodak’s recollections.

BOB SURKEIN: “I’d been refereeing boxing since 1943, and the first time I stepped in the ring with this kid, I didn’t know who he was. I knew he was a young fighter from Louisville with a white police officer who was handling him. And I saw him with his hands down, standing there, looking like he was going to get bombed out, and all of a sudden realizing that God had given this kid reflexes like no one had ever seen. Because even in the amateurs, he had the same reflexes and skills he had later on. Normally, you saw an amateur fighter jump out of harm’s way. Cassius would stand there, move his head two inches, turn his body another six inches, and just slide over. I said to myself, it can’t be, but after watching him in the ring many times, I knew this kid had it.

“Personality-wise, I don’t think he ever changed. I remember, one time we were staying at a hotel for a tournament out-of-town. Cassius had won his first bout on a knockout. The next morning, I went down to the hotel coffee shop for a newspaper. I bought one, took it up to my room, and couldn’t find the sports section. So I went back downstairs and there were ten or fifteen papers there; no sports sections. And I got to thinking. I said, ‘I know where the damn sports sections are.’ So I went up to Cassius’s room, and he was sitting on the floor with a pair of scissors, cutting his picture out of all the sports sections where it had been that day. But he was always a likable youngster. A couple of years later, when we were training at Fort Dix for the Olympics, we went to Atlantic City for a day, just to relax. We were walking along the boardwalk, and he was so innocent, so in awe of everything. He looked out at the ocean and said, ‘Man, that’s the biggest damn lake I’ve ever seen.’ I still see him from time to time. And to this day, I carry a picture in my wallet of him and me together when he was seventeen.”

FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION REPORT (dated May 31, 1966): “[Name deleted by the United States Government] of Central High School, 1130 West Chestnut Street, Louisville, Kentucky, furnished the following information from records of the school. [Person X] emphasized that he was furnishing information for the assistance of the U.S. Government and did not want the data made public.

“Cassius Clay entered Central High School in the 10th grade on September 4, 1957, having completed the 9th grade at DuValle Junior High School. Clay’s record contained a notation that he had attended elementary school in Louisville, Kentucky, at the Virginia Avenue School, and there was a notation that he had a special interest in art.

“On March 31, 1958, Clay voluntarily withdrew from Central High School. No reason for the withdrawal is shown on the records, but the records reflect that during the 1957-1958 school year Clay made poor grades, receiving a 65 in English, 65 in American history, 70 in biology and a 70 in general art. Clay re-entered Central High School in September of 1958, and remained until he graduated June 11, 1960. He ranked 376 out of a graduating class of 391. His average grades for the 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th years was 72.7.

“On January 3, 1957, Clay was given the Standard California Intelligence Quotient Test and attained a rating of 83. On February 15, 1960, he took a College Qualifications Test and scored a percentile of 27. That is, 73 percent of those taking the test scored better than Clay.

“At the time Clay attended Central High School, it was necessary for a student to earn 16 units during his 9th through 12th grades in order to graduate. Clay earned 16 units, earning them in the following subjects:




	Subject	 	Units
Earned	Grades
Attained

	English	4	75 70 73 74

	Mechanical drawing	2	70 71

	Choral music	2	70 71

	Social studies	1	75

	General science	1	70

	Biology	1	70

	General art	1	70

	American history	1	75

	Algebra I	1	70

	Foods	1	83

	Metal work	1	93

	 	16 Total	 



“[Person X] advised that, during the time that Clay was attending high school, a passing mark was70. Clay’s record also reflected that he was rated as follows with respect to the following:




	Emotional control	Fair

	Intellectual ability	Average

	Leadership	Fair

	Health	Above average

	Initiative	Average

	Social attitude	Average

	Effort	Average

	Honesty	Average

	Scholastic zeal	Average”



Devoting his energies almost exclusively to boxing, Cassius Clay fought 108 amateur bouts, winning six Kentucky Golden Gloves championships, two National Golden Gloves tournaments, and two National AAU titles by the time he was eighteen. Still, to the public at large, he was unknown. Then came the 1960 Rome Olympics—although after prevailing in the Olympic trials, Clay almost didn’t go to Rome.

JOE MARTIN: “He was afraid of flying. We had a rough flight going to California for the trials, and so when it came time to go to Rome, he said he wasn’t gonna fly, and that he wouldn’t go. I said, ‘Well, you’ll lose the opportunity of being a great fighter,’ and he said, ‘Well, I’m not gonna go.’ He wanted to take a boat or something. Anyway, I finally took him out to Central Park here in Louisville and we had a long talk for a couple or three 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. ”6

So Cassius Marcellus Clay, Jr., went to Rome. Before the games, Sports Illustrated declared him “the best American prospect for a gold medal [in boxing],” adding, “Clay likes to display supreme confidence by doing intricate dance steps between passages of boxing.”7 Other observers were less impressed, but concurred with the view that Clay was “one of the best-known, best-liked athletes in the Olympic Village.”8 “You would have thought he was running for Mayor,” one teammate opined. “He went around introducing himself and learning other people’s names and swapping team lapel pins. If they’d had an election, he would have won in a walk.”9

Clay won his first three fights in the 178-pound division, scoring two unanimous decisions and a second-round knockout. Then, in the finals, he faced Zbigniew Pietrzykowski of Poland—a three-time European champion and bronze medalist from the 1956 Olympic Games. British journalist John Gottrell described the bout:


	In the first round, it seemed that Clay would be badly mauled. He was confused by his opponent’s southpaw style, took some heavy punishment, and once showed his inexperience by closing his eyes in the face of a barrage of blows. Clay managed to keep out of trouble in the second round, and in the last minute he abandoned his show-off style with the fancy footwork and dropped hands, and stood his ground to throw four hard rights to the head. Even so, he was still behind on points at this crucial stage. “I knew,” he explained afterwards, “that I had to take the third round big to win.”

	Clay did finish big. In that final round he suddenly found his top form, moving in and out with expert judgment, punching crisply and with perfect timing. This sharper, better coordinated Clay stormed back with a torrent of combination punching that left Pietrzykowski dazed. He no longer relied too much on his left jab, but made equal use of his right to penetrate the southpaw’s guard. Ripping into the stamina-lacking Pole, he drew blood and came preciously close to scoring a knock-out. At the final bell, Pietrzykowski was slumped helplessly against the ropes. There was no doubting the verdict. All the judges made Clay the points winner.10



Clay’s roommate at the Rome Olympics was Wilbert “Skeeter” McClure, who won back-to-back National Golden Gloves and AAU championships, and gold medals at the 1959 Pan American and 1960 Olympic games. Now a psychotherapist and president of a Massachusetts consulting firm, McClure puts young Cassius Clay in perspective.

WILBERT “SKEETER” MCCLURE: “I first heard of Cassius Clay back in 1959 at the National Golden Gloves Tournament in Chicago. All the fighters were staying at the same hotel. I was in the lobby, and there was this kid there, and I heard him whispering to some other guys, ‘There goes Skeeter McClure.’ That’s because I had won the Nationals in ’58 and was coming back for more. Anyway, he and I both won the Nationals, and were part of a team that represented Chicago in an inter-city tournament against New York. We trained together, and I remember Cassius kept bugging everybody on the team, saying, ‘Man, there are all these pretty girls on the streets; all these pretty girls walking around; we got to meet some of these girls.’ And the rest of us weren’t interested in that. We were just there to fight. But he kept agitating and asking and saying, ‘Come on, let’s put on our jackets and go someplace to impress the girls.’ So finally the coaches set it up. It was all Cassius’s doing. They took us to Marshall High School, which was a huge school in Chicago. We had pretty girls as hostesses to show us around. Then we went into the cafeteria for lunch, which was filled with more pretty girls. There were pretty girls sitting everywhere. And the guy who’d been agitating just sat there, staring at the food on his tray the whole time. He didn’t say a word. I mean, he was so shy. We teased him about it for days afterward, and all he did was look at us and shrug his shoulders. He was very, very shy around girls.

“After that, maybe a month later, the National AAUs were held in my hometown of Toledo. He was there. Both of us won, and I invited him home to meet my parents and brother and sister. And we were together again for the Pan American trials at the University of Wisconsin, where he lost to Amos Johnson. Johnson was a grown man, a Marine, and a southpaw. I think that was the last fight Ali lost until Joe Frazier beat him twelve years later. And what I remember most about that time was, my dad had driven over from Toledo and a bunch of us went out for dinner afterward. We were in this restaurant, and Cassius was philosophical. All he said was, ‘I just couldn’t figure him out.’ And if you think about it, when you’re seventeen years old and you meet a man who’s twenty-five or twenty-six, in the service, who fights left-handed, that’s a big disadvantage. But he didn’t grumble or moan or complain. He just said like a champion, ‘I couldn’t figure him out.’

“Then we made the Olympic team together. And in those days, being an Olympian was purely amateur; not like it is now. An amateur was an amateur. In fact, I almost didn’t go to the Olympics because I had one more semester to finish at the University of Toledo. I was paying my own way through college, and I didn’t think I’d be able to afford to go to the games and go to school at the same time, until finally the university gave me a scholarship for the last semester so I could afford to go to Rome. That wouldn’t happen today. Now the money is there to get the talented fighters to where they have to go. A gold medal is seen as a marketing tool. But back then, we weren’t fighting to form the cornerstone of a professional career. We were fighting for pride.

“On the plane going to Rome, I remember, we were trying to decide who would win gold medals, and Cassius led the conversation. He was voluble even then. As I recall, he was afraid of flying, and he talked about that too. But once we got airborne he managed to distract his fears by talking a lot. He said, ‘Now, I’m gonna win a gold, and Skeeter’s gonna win a gold.’ And there was a welterweight who got killed after we came back, Harry Campbell. He said, ‘Campbell’s gonna win a gold.’ And there were two others he predicted, too. We talked about our personalities and boxing styles and how we were nice clean-cut wholesome kids, and we thought that would appeal to the judges.

“In Rome, he was outgoing but he was seriously into boxing. I don’t know of anybody on any team who took it more seriously than he did. We’d walk around and he’d go up to people and shake hands with them, but he had his mind on training. He worked for that gold medal. He trained very, very hard. We all did. You don’t slough off and play games when you’re trying to become an Olympic champion. And certainly, when I watched him train, he was one of the hardest trainers I’d ever seen.

“The boxers all trained together. We ate together. We interacted well as a team. I remember, one night I was in bed—we had three rooms for the boxing team with those awful bunk beds—and I was in my bed writing a love letter to my girl back in the States. Cassius came over and asked what I was writing. I told him, and he asked if I’d write one for him, too. I said, ‘Sure.’ So he told me what to write, and I wrote it out for him and handed him the letter. I don’t know if he copied it over before he sent it back to her or not, but when I wrote it out, he said, ‘Wow, that’s nice.’ He was very pleased. And even though he was a year older than when we’d met in Chicago, he was still very shy around girls. In the ring he could dance, but at the Olympic Village, we went to one of the Olympic canteens, and he didn’t dance at all. And I went to several parties with him later on, and he didn’t dance there either. He just didn’t dance. This was part of that shyness around women. I guess he never learned how to dance and was too shy to go out and do it on his own.

“So that’s the way he was. And looking back—and I believe this; I’ve told Ali this several times—I’ve told him that he was fated. 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 impact on mankind around the globe, and there’s nothing he could have done to prevent it and nothing he could have done to make it happen. It’s just one of those things. You know, psychology is a science, but there’s some slippage in there. There’s still some philosophy, and we’re still trying to understand and explain human behavior, and some things we just can’t explain. And when you think about this young man’s life—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. Even then, you knew he was special; a nice, bright, warm, wonderful person. That was thirty years ago, and I guess if someone had told me back then that Cassius Clay would become the most famous person in the world, I never would have believed them. It just didn’t seem possible, but look at him now.”



2
The Entertainer

Following the 1960 Olympics, Cassius Clay was perfectly positioned for a love-in with the American people. Young, handsome, entertaining, and gifted, he radiated the aura of an All-American boy. When a Soviet reporter asked how it felt to win a gold medal for his country when there were restaurants in the United States he couldn’t eat in, Clay looked his questioner in the eye and answered, “Tell your readers we got qualified people working on that problem, and I’m not worried about the outcome. To me, the USA is the best country in the world, including yours.”1

Dick Schaap, assistant sports editor for Newsweek in 1960, remembers what Cassius Clay was like at the time.

DICK SCHAAP: “I first met him in New York, when the Olympic team gathered before it left for Italy, and I absolutely fell in love with him. He was an irrepressible, charming, totally natural young man. As many of us do when we’re young, I had a lot more time to spend with my subjects in those days, so I took him and three of the other Olympic fighters to Sugar Ray Robinson’s restaurant in Harlem for dinner. I remember him being very excited by whatever color shade of pastel Robinson’s Cadillac was that year. Then, after dinner, we went outside, and on the corner of Seventh Avenue and 125th Street, he saw what was possibly the first black nationalist speaker he’d ever seen—a man standing literally on a soapbox. And as I recall, the speaker’s message was ‘buy black,’ which seems like an awfully mild message now. But at the time, I remember Cassius was stunned that a black man would stand up and say those things in public. And of course, in Louisville, Kentucky, something like that would never have happened.

“Then, a month later, he came back from Rome. I met him at Idlewild Airport, and looking back, I suppose it’s ironic that within four years both Cassius Clay and the airport changed their names. That night, we went out alone, just the two of us. We went to Times Square, and he had a phony newspaper printed up which said, ‘Clay signs to fight Patterson.’ Floyd Patterson, of course, was heavyweight champion of the world at the time. Then we went to Jack Dempsey’s restaurant, and he saw this big cheesecake under glass behind the counter and looked at it rather longingly and asked me, ‘Do you have to eat the whole thing, or can I buy just one piece?’ I assured him that he could buy just one piece, so he had a piece of the famous Jack Dempsey cheesecake. We went to Birdland, which was across the street from Jack Dempsey’s, and he ordered a soft drink and asked them to put one drop, literally one drop of liquor in it. He was eighteen, so he was old enough to drink in New York, but he’d never had a drink before and this way he could say he’d had a drink, but it was really just one drop. And he was quite pleased that, everywhere we went, people recognized him. Of course, his fight against the Pole had been on television just a few nights before. And the fact that he was wearing his Olympic jacket with the letters U.S.A. emblazoned six inches high on the front didn’t hurt. Also, he was wearing his gold medal around his neck. Finally, we got back to the hotel—it was around one-thirty in the morning—and he made me stay for another hour looking at pictures he’d taken with his camera in Rome. It was quite a night, one of the more memorable nights of my life. And I suppose that’s only fitting, because Ali is probably the most memorable person I’ve known.”

After a brief stay in New York, Clay returned to a welcoming throng at the Louisville Airport, and recited what would become his first published poem:


	How Cassius Took Rome

	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 your kind hospitality,

	But the USA is my country still,

	’Cause they waiting to welcome me in Louisville.2



Then came the inevitable pursuit of his talents by managers and promoters from around the world.

CASSIUS CLAY, SR.: “There were a lot of people who wanted to take him over when he came back from the Olympics. And I saw he could take care of himself in the ring, but I wanted to see that he was well taken care of out of it too. He was underage, and didn’t know exactly how to handle himself in business. And I was aware that, without the right backing, he wouldn’t have much success, so it was very important to me that he get off in the right hands. And that’s what happened. I got him a good contract with people that could promote him. I’m responsible for his starting out right. All sorts of people were talking big, but nobody really backed it up the way I thought they should except for the Louisville Sponsoring Group.”

The Louisville Sponsoring Group was a collection of eleven white men between the ages of twenty-five and seventy, ten of whom were millionaires or heirs to old-line Kentucky fortunes. William Faversham, the eleventh, brought the group together. A former investment counselor and vice-president of Brown-Forman Distillers Corporation, Faversham estimated the cost of launching Clay as a professional at $25,000 to $30,000. Accordingly, each member of the syndicate was asked to pay $2,800, except for Faversham, who was given a $1,400 discount for his organizational efforts.

The investors were motivated by varying considerations. Some saw the syndicate as a chance to make money. Others were guided by the desire to safeguard a local hero, or simply have a bit of fun. Regardless, the contract signed by Cassius Clay and cosigned by his parents was fair and generous for its time. Clay received a $10,000 signing bonus and, for the first two years, a guaranteed draw of $333 a month against earnings. The sponsoring group had options to extend the contract for up to four additional twelve-month periods. Earnings would be split fifty-fifty for the first four years and sixty-forty in Clay’s favor thereafter. All management, training, travel, and promotional expenses, including a trainer’s salary, would come out of the syndicate’s end. And 15 percent of Clay’s income would be set aside in a pension fund, which he could not touch until he reached age thirty-five or retired from boxing.

On October 29, 1960, three days after signing the managerial contract, Clay made his professional debut in Louisville’s Freedom Hall before six thousand partisan fans. The opponent was Tunney Hunsaker—a part-time fighter with a seventeen and eight record, whose regular job was serving as police chief of Fayetteville, West Virginia. Big, white, cumbersome, and slow, Hunsaker, as expected, lost a six-round decision.

TUNNEY HUNSAKER: “Before the fight, I heard he’d won the Olympics so I knew I was meeting a tough bird. But I don’t think there ever was a fighter, not a good one anyway, who went in the ring thinking he was gonna get beat. I know I never did.

“The afternoon of the fight, I met Clay downtown in a sporting goods store. He came in—he knew I was there—and he fooled around a little, bounced a basketball or something, and I could see he was nervous. But the night of the fight, he was fast as lightning, and he could hit from any position without getting hit. I tried just about every trick I knew to throw him off balance, but he was just too good. After the fight, when I got home that night, Judge Abbott—he’s a judge here now, but he was an attorney then—he asked me, ‘What do you think about the boy?’ And I told him, ‘Mr. Abbott, he’ll be heavyweight champion of the world someday.’ And I’ve got to tell you, looking back over the years, I’m honored, highly honored, to have been the first person Muhammad Ali fought in his professional career. I’m still the police chief here in Fayetteville. The kids here know who Muhammad Ali is, so they know who I am too. And it was an honor for me to have been in the ring with him; a real honor. That’s all I can say.”

Clay trained with Fred Stoner for the Hunsaker fight, but the Louisville Sponsoring Group felt that more experienced guidance would be necessary as his career progressed. Thus, in November 1960, he was sent to California to train with a living legend who was still fighting at age forty-seven—Archie Moore.

ARCHIE MOORE: “I love Ali because he’s the goose that laid the golden egg. You see, guys like myself, we had to beat a pathway, and then Ali broke the door down. In the beginning, I fought for ten dollars a fight. Sometimes I was given a promise, nothing more. Guys like me, we were always marching, fighting, marching, fighting; and most of the time, it wasn’t much fun. It didn’t get to be fun until I began to make money, and nobody would give me a fight for the championship until I got old.

“And then I met Ali. Of course, he was Cassius Clay then. He had sought the services of Bay Robinson as a trainer, but Robinson was still in the ring and had no time for this brash young man. He couldn’t afford to squander time in his remaining years with an amateur who was turning pro, regardless of how much potential Cassius Clay had, and I think it hurt Ali that the great Sugar Ray refused to be with him. But then people said, ‘Well, there’s a man out on the Coast who’s a pretty good fighter. Why don’t you go see him?’ So Ali came out to train with me. I had a camp at the time called the Salt Mine in Ramona, California, about thirty-five miles from San Diego, and I thought this would be a fine place for a youngster to train. He stayed with me for a few days at my home in San Diego. My children were very small. I had two girls who were four and five years old at the time, and he was crazy abut them and they were crazy about him. It was love at first sight, and I could see that he came from a nice family and had a nice upbringing as far as children were concerned. Then we went to camp. There was a gymnasium in the barn called Bucket of Blood, and I had a skeleton’s head and the name Bucket of Blood printed on the barn door. And I had these rocks all over the place; great big boulders with the names of great fighters printed on them. Ali looked at all that and said, ‘Wow, this is great, man. I’m gonna get me a camp like this some day.’

“I admired his stamina when he first came to the Salt Mine. I saw him run up a hill that was at a thirty-five-degree angle. He ran up that hill twice, came down, ran over to me, and asked, ‘Want me to do it again?’ He had all the natural talent in the world, but he wasn’t always willing to learn. I wanted to teach him the tricks of longevity, so when he was fighting as an older man he wouldn’t take the punishment he eventually took in the ring. I said to him, ‘Son, I want to teach you how to punch.’ He knocked a lot of guys out, but he did it his way, with a lot of energy and a lot of strain. I said to him, ‘I want to teach you how to be a real power puncher so you get your man out of there in one or two rounds. We don’t want you to go fifteen rounds. We don’t want you to go ten rounds. We don’t want you to waste your stamina. Knock these guys out quick, because your body just has a certain number of hard fights in it.’ And I thought it would have been nice for him to listen to that, but he told me, I don’t want to box like Archie Moore. I want to box like Sugar Ray Robinson. Sugar Ray’s my man.’ I said, ‘Son, you don’t want to do like that. You want to go out, slide underneath the punch, and whap, knock the guy out, and then go on to the next guy. You’ll fight a lot more fights like that.’ And he said, ‘I don’t want to fight to be an old man. That’s all right for you, but I’m gonna only fight five or six years, make me two or three million dollars, and quit fighting.’ That was the big vision in front of him, a couple of million dollars, and then he’d retire as a young man and marry and raise his family. And that looks beautiful, even today, to a young man.”

Meanwhile, Moore had his own ring career to tend to, and his new charge was driving him to distraction. Dick Sadler, Moore’s trainer at the time, recalls life with young Cassius Clay.

DICK SADLER: “I rode with Clay from the west coast down to Texas, where Archie had this fight [on November 28, 1960, against Buddy Thurman in Dallas]. We went by train, and it was a pretty wild ride. First the kid would be standing shouting out of the carriage. ‘I am the greatest. I am the greatest!’ He’d shout this at the passing cars and sheep and fields and stuff. Then after a while he started singing this number by Chubby Checker about the twist. He didn’t know the words, just kept on and on singing, ‘Come on baby, let’s do the twist; come on baby, let’s do the twist!’ And it got to me. It was driving me crazy, to tell you the truth. I said, ‘Jesus, son, you done twisted all across California and Arizona.’ By the time we got to New Mexico, I told him, ‘Look, sing the Charleston or the Boogaloo or any damned thing, but get off the twist.’ Seven hundred miles of twisting, twisting, and ‘I am the greatest!’ It drove me crazy!”3

ARCHIE MOORE: “I knew he was going to be a great fighter, but I wanted him to respect me as a man and as an instructor and fall in line in the learning process. And that seemed to amuse and sometimes anger him. He felt I was ordering him, and who was I to order him to do certain things, so he challenged me to spar with him. I didn’t accept the challenge. I said, ‘No, I don’t box with amateurs.’ At the time, I was light-heavyweight champion of the world, and that’s not the way to work with a young man. I was his instructor, not his sparring partner. And there were other things he didn’t take to kindly that were expected of him. We washed our own dishes and did our own cooking at the Salt Mine. I didn’t have the money and wherewithal like the big timers to hire people. So I said to him, ‘You’ve got to wash dishes on Wednesday and scrub floors on Thursday, and you can help me cook on Friday.’ I told him how we divided up the chores. We had other men at the camp, and each person pulled his load. And he said to me, ‘Archie, I didn’t come here to be a dishwasher.’ I told him, ‘You’re not a dishwasher, but you have to carry your own load.’ He said, ‘I ain’t gonna wash no dishes like a woman.’ So I said to him, ‘Okay, you ain’t gonna eat.’ And so he said all right, he’d wash dishes, and he looked at me with those pretty eyes and was scowling at me the whole time he was washing. And then the next day came and it was time to mop the floors, and he said okay, okay, he mopped the floors. But just as soon as I thought he was becoming disciplined, he said, ‘I’m tired of this, I want to go home.’ Christmas was coming up, and he said he wanted to go home for Christmas. Christmas was a good excuse for him to go. And I said, ‘Okay, how do you want to go; do you want to fly?’ He said, ‘No, don’t want to go on no plane.’ I asked, ‘Do you want to go on a bus?’ He said, ‘No, I want to go on a train.’ So I put him on a train and sent him home to see his folks in Louisville for Christmas, and he never came back again. I had an idea he wasn’t going to return. I was putting pressure on him to bring him under discipline, and this was the thing that Ali did not get. He was always trying to discipline his superiors, the people who were working with him. To tell you the truth, the boy needed a good spanking, but I wasn’t sure who could give it to him. And the saddest time I had with him was when he left the Salt Mine. I had to keep my propriety up. I’m a great instructor and a great teacher, but I was sad when he left. I loved him like a son and I could see a lot of revenue leaving with him, but I had my dignity. So I had to say, ‘Well, go ahead. If you want to go, I don’t want to prevent you from doing anything you want to do. If you want to go home, that’s your prerogative.’ And then, after he left, there was nothing for me to do but watch his rise and eventually his fall. As his career progressed, we began to bring his name up against Joe Louis, and I believe in my mind and heart that Ali would have beaten Joe. If they’d fought five times, I believe Ali would have won four. The only man that I could see—and I’ve only seen him perform on old motion pictures—the only man that I could see Ali not being able to beat might be Jack Johnson, because Johnson was a dancing man himself. Jack Johnson was a defensive man. He was a hard hitter and a master boxer.”

Once Clay returned to Louisville, the search for a new trainer began. Initially, the Sponsoring Group leaned toward Ernie Braca, but Braca was committed to Sugar Ray Robinson. Fred Stoner was considered, but found wanting in experience on the professional level. Finally, William Faversham telephoned Madison Square Garden and asked Harry Markson (president of MSC Boxing) for a recommendation. Markson suggested Angelo Dundee.

ANGELO DUNDEE: “The first time I met Cassius was 1957. I was in Louisville with Willie Pastrano to fight John Holman, who was a pretty good banger. We were in the hotel watching television, when the phone rang. And it was this kid saying, ‘Mr. Dundee, my name is Cassius Marcellus Clay; I’m the Golden Gloves champion of Louisville, Kentucky.’ And he gave me a long list of championships he was planning to win, including the Olympics and the heavyweight championship of the world, and then he said he wanted to come up to the room to meet us. I put my hand over the mouthpiece and said to Willie, ‘There’s a nut on the phone; he wants to meet you!’ And Willie said, ‘What the heck; there’s nothing good on television.’ So a few minutes later, the kid was in our room with his brother, Rudy. Both of them were handsome, well-mannered boys. Mostly we talked about boxing, and they stayed for three or four hours.

“Then, in 1959, Willie and I were back in Louisville for a fight against Alonzo Johnson. This time, Cassius came to the gym and asked if he could spar with Willie. I don’t like pros sparring with amateurs; it’s a good way to get someone hurt. But Willie was willing, and I figured why not let them go a round? Cassius was seventeen. Willie was a professional on his way to winning the light-heavyweight championship of the world. And I gotta tell you, Cassius won that round. So when Bill Faversham called [in December 1960], I was well acquainted with Cassius Clay. Faversham explained the situation to me, and came down to Miami with some of his partners to interview me. I liked them. They were satisfied with the training program I had in mind. And then it was time to talk money. They gave me a choice—$125 a week guaranteed, or 10 percent off the top. I took the guarantee, which wasn’t the smartest move I’ve made in my life, although after the second Liston fight, we worked out a percentage deal. Anyway, once the money was set, I suggested waiting until after Christmas and then bringing Cassius to Miami to train. That was fine with them, but ten minutes later, they called back and told me, ‘Listen, the kid wants to come to Miami now. He wants to fight. He says when he’s fighting every day is Christmas.’’

On December 19, 1960, Clay began working with Dundee in Miami’s Fifth Street Gym. Eight days later, he knocked out Herb Siler in the fourth round, and the bond between fighter and trainer was formed.

MUHAMMAD ALI: “Angelo Dundee was with me from my second professional fight. And no matter what happened after that, he was always my friend. He never interfered with my personal life. There was no bossing, no telling me what to do and not do, in or out of the ring. He was there when I needed him, and he always treated me with respect. There just wasn’t any problem ever between us.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “The fun I had during those early years together was second to none, because it was just me and Muhammad. I had to hire guys out of town to work his corner. Gosh it was fun, absolute joy. And that was the whole key to Muhammad; when you have fun you can excel.

“Training him was a whole different ballgame from most fighters. You didn’t have to push. It was like jet propulsion. Just touch him and he took off. The important thing was, always make him feel like he was the guy. He used to say, ‘Angelo doesn’t train me.’ And I didn’t; he was right. I directed him, and made him feel that he was the innovator. He’d come out of the ring after a sparring session, and I’d say, ‘You threw a great left hook, the way you turned your shoulder with it, your body with it, your toe with it, fantastic.’ The next time he sparred, he’d throw it that way. Same thing with his balance and not touching the ropes with his shoulders. These are things I learned from Charlie Goldman [Rocky Marciano’s trainer]. Make the star feel that he’s doing it on his own.”

Angelo Dundee was, and is, one of the most respected trainers in boxing. “He’s a pure boxing guy,” says Ferdie Pacheco. “In a title fight, Angelo would work for nothing if he had to, because the fact that he impacts on the match is his identity.” “In a sport not known for its decency,” adds Dick Schaap, “Angelo Dundee is a decent man.” Even boxing’s most angry critic, Howard Cosell, concurs. “If I had a son who wanted to be a fighter and I couldn’t stop him,” says Cosell, “the only man I’d let train him is Angelo.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “In choosing opponents early in Ali’s career, I tried not to give away too many things. Too much maturity; too much strength; too much speed, although no one was quicker than Cassius. His third fight was against Tony Esperti, and he knocked him out in the third round. Then he knocked out Jim Robinson in one. And around that time, he sparred with Ingemar Johansson. That was really something.”

Johansson, the former heavyweight champion, was in Florida training for a rematch with Floyd Patterson. Harold Conrad, who coordinated promotion for that bout, recalls the Clay-Johansson sparring session.

HAROLD CONRAD: “The promoters decided to bring Ingemar to Miami to sell some tickets for the fight. Whitey Bimstein was his trainer. We got to Miami, and there weren’t any sparring partners. So I asked Angelo, ‘Do you have someone who can work with this guy?’ Angelo said, ‘Yeah,’ and yelled, ‘Hey, Cash.’ And this big beautiful-looking young man—he must have been eighteen or nineteen—floated over, literally danced over. Angelo asks, ‘You wanna work with Johansson?’ And the kids says, ‘Johansson?’ Then he starts singing. ‘I’ll go dancin’ with Johansson. I’ll go dancin’ with Johansson.’ I said to Angelo, ‘What the hell is this?’ And Angelo says, ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet with this crazy bastard.’ Anyway, they got in the ring, and Johansson had a great right hand but two left feet, and Cassius started dancing, popping him. Now remember, Johansson was getting ready to fight for the heavyweight championship of the world, but Cassius handled him like a sparring partner. And when I saw Clay’s jab, I sat up and said, ‘Jesus, that’s it!’ You know, guys around the fight business, you don’t have to look at a fighter very long. Some of them you look at, and right like that, you know they have it. And the whole time, Clay doesn’t shut up. He keeps talking to Johansson, saying, ‘I’m the one who should be fighting Patterson, not you. Come on, here I am; come and get me, sucker. Come on, what’s the matter, can’t hit me?’ Johansson was furious. I mean, he was pissed. He started chasing Clay around the ring, throwing right hands and missing by twenty feet, looking ludicrous. At the end of the second round, he was so exhausted that Whitey Bimstein just called it off.”

Another witness to the sparring session was Gil Rogin—now corporate editor for Time, Inc., publications, but then a staff writer for Sports Illustrated.

GIL ROGIN: “When he sparred with Johansson, it was the greatest defensive boxing exhibition I’d ever seen. Here was a man, a boy really, who’d had four professional fights, and he made a monkey out of Johansson. I’d never seen anything like it before, and I’ve never seen anything like it since. As soon as I got back to New York, I told the editors at Sports Illustrated, ‘This guy is going to be heavyweight champion someday. You have to write about him.’ I didn’t know he was going to beat Sonny Liston; Liston wasn’t even champion yet. But I knew at some point it was a lock, a no-brainer, that Cassius Clay would be heavyweight champion of the world.

“Sports Illustrated was a relatively young magazine then. We were only six or seven years old, struggling through a period of emergence. And over the next few years, Ali was terribly important to the magazine. Obviously, both he and the magazine would have succeeded without the other, but clearly, it was a mutually beneficial relationship. And I’ll tell you something funny. Even when he was young, Ali used to fall asleep sometimes when we were talking. Now when he falls asleep, people assume it’s brain damage, but he always did it. With the energy he expended, he had to be tired a lot of the time. He’d be sitting there talking and I’d be taking notes, and soon his voice would start running down like one of those old record players, and then he’d be asleep. He did it a lot, and it didn’t surprise me because he expended so much energy. His whole life was this energetic display that would exhaust absolutely anybody.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “After the Johansson sparring session, Cassius fought Donnie Fleeman—a Texas kid, very tough, but he couldn’t cope with Muhammad’s speed. Then we went home to Louisville for Lamar Clark, a real beauty. Clark was from Utah, and was knocking everybody out, but Muhammad ended it in the second round. After that, it was Duke Sabedong, and this was interesting. Sabedong was a tough fighter, a big tall Hawaiian, and he went the full ten rounds. But the main thing was, while we were in Las Vegas for the Sabedong fight, Cassius met Gorgeous George.”

MUHAMMAD ALI: “A couple of days before I fought Sabedong, I did a radio program with Gorgeous George. First, they asked me about my fight. And I can’t say I was humble, but I wasn’t too loud. Then they asked Gorgeous George about a wrestling match he was having in the same arena, and he started shouting, ‘I’ll kill him; I’ll tear his arm off. If this bum beats me, I’ll crawl across the ring and cut off my hair, but it’s not gonna happen because I’m the greatest wrestler in the world.’ And all the time, I was saying to myself, ‘Man, I want to see this fight. It don’t matter if he wins or loses; I want to be there to see what happens.’ And the whole place was sold out when Gorgeous George wrestled. There was thousands of people including me. And that’s when I decided I’d never been shy about talking, but if I talked even more, there was no telling how much money people would pay to see me.”

The truth is, Cassius Clay was mouthing off long before he met Gorgeous George. But after the Sabedong fight, he elevated bragging as an art form to a new level. “One of these days,” he told Huston Horn of Sports Illustrated, “they’re liable to make the house I grew up in a national shrine.” Others were treated to similar sentiments, and on any given day, anyone within earshot might be informed, “I got the height, the reach, the weight, the physique, the speed, the courage, the stamina, and the natural ability that’s going to make me great. Putting it another way, to beat me you got to be greater than great.”4 Before long, Angelo Dundee was moved to proclaim, “There’s only one Cassius Clay—thank God.”5

ANGELO DUNDEE: “The truth is, I never understood the resentment about his popping off. Maybe later, when he got into issues like the war and religion, I could understand it, even though I always believed he had the right to speak his mind. But before that? Hey, I remember people complaining because Joe Louis didn’t talk. All a fighter would say in those days was, ‘I’m looking forward to the fight, and I’ll do my best.’ That doesn’t sell tickets. Muhammad changed the way things work. In promoting boxing, he made the fighter the main guy.”

One reason Clay was so successful at self-promotion was that he had the personality to carry it off. What might have been insufferable in another fighter was considered charming in him until he challenged the establishment. Also helpful was the fact that he was extraordinarily handsome; better looking than most movie idols. And he benefited enormously from Dundee’s advice regarding the media.

DICK SCHAAP: “All the writers liked Angelo, and he was very good back then at schooling Ali, telling him this is this writer and this is that writer, and this is how to make the relationship work. Cassius had a good memory. Once he saw a face, even if he couldn’t remember the name, he could pick that person out of a crowd. And of course, he liked to talk, with the result being that he probably granted more interviews than anyone else in the history of the earth. I can’t imagine a politician or show business figure who talked to as many people so many times for as long as he did. As he got on in his career, the act began to get stale. By the time we were in Manila, a lot of it was boring. He’d end a training session by going on the ropes and reciting old poetry and talking to the crowd. And while it was very entertaining the first ten times, by the twentieth time you’d say, ‘Hey, let’s go out to lunch.’ But in the early days, when he was fresh, every minute with him was exciting. And even when he got old, it was still more fun being bored by Ali than being fascinated by just about anybody else.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “He was the most available superstar of our era, and I pride myself on that. I used to point the newspaper guys out to him and say, ‘These are your people. Open up to them. Work with them. They can help.’ You know, it’s funny. Muhammad was never as talkative as people thought. In private, even twenty-five years ago, a lot of the time he was real thoughtful and quiet. But he knew how to promote himself. God, he could do that.”

Neil Leifer, possibly the best sports photographer of his generation, covered Ali for Time and Sports Illustrated from the early 1960s through Ali’s fight against Larry Holmes.

NEIL LEIFER: “How good was Ali at self-promotion? Let me tell you a story that shows his genius. After he turned pro, Sports Illustrated did a piece on him. They assigned a free-lance photographer named Flip Schulke, and Ali—he was Cassius Clay then—asked, ‘Who do you work for?’ Schulke told him he did a lot of work for Life. This was when Life was the biggest magazine in the country, and Ali wasn’t that big then. He’d won the gold medal, but that was it. There was no reason for Ali to be in Life magazine, so when he said, ‘Man, how about shooting me for Life,’ Schulke told him, ‘I’d love to, but I’d never get it past the editors.’ Well, Ali accepted that, but a few minutes later, he was asking questions again. ‘Tell me some of the photographs you’ve done.’ And Schulke explained that he did a lot of underwater photography; that was his specialty. And Ali thought of something on the spur of the moment, which shows what an absolute genius he was. His eyes widened, and he told Schulke, ‘I never told nobody this, but me and Angelo have a secret. Do you know why I’m the fastest heavyweight in the world? I’m the only heavyweight that trains underwater.’ Schulke said, ‘What do you mean?’ And Ali explained, ‘You know why fighters wear heavy shoes when they run? They wear those shoes because, when you take them off and put the other shoes on, you feel real light and you run real fast. Well, I get in the water up to my neck and I punch in the water, and then when I get out of the water, I’m lightning fast because there’s no resistance.’ Schulke was skeptical, but Ali swore it was the truth, and to prove his point, he told Schulke, ‘Tomorrow morning, you can see me do it. I do it every morning with Angelo, and no one’s ever seen it before. I’ll let you photograph it for Life magazine as an exclusive.’ So Schulke called up Life and suggested the piece, and I think they ran five pages of Ali up to his neck in a swimming pool. And the two things I remember most about that were, first, Ali couldn’t swim, not a bit; and second, Ali had never thrown a punch underwater in his life. It was a total bullshit story he made up, but it got him in Life, and Life didn’t do it as a joke. They were convinced he trained underwater. Now that’s a genius you don’t see in people very often. Genius and a bit of a con man, too.”

Clearly, Cassius Clay could publicize and self-promote, but the question remained: How well could he fight? By holding his hands low and leaning away from instead of slipping punches, he seemed perpetually on the verge of disaster. That might make for entertaining fights, but a number of experts doubted his skills. They saw Clay as a runner, not a dancer. His jab, to their way of thinking, was a flick, not a punch. His natural ability and speed were such that he could outrun the mistakes he made against novices. But once he moved to more competitive opposition, a lack of fundamentals would bring him down. Indeed, A. J. Liebling, the dean of boxing writers, opined, “I watched Clay’s performance in Rome, and considered it attractive but not probative. Clay had a skittering style, like a pebble over water. He was good to watch, but he seemed to make only glancing contact. It is true that the Pole finished the three-round bout helpless and out on his feet, but I thought he had just run out of puff chasing Clay, who had then cut him to pieces. A boxer who uses his legs as much as Clay used his in Rome risks deceleration in a longer bout.”6

MUHAMMAD ALI: “People said I held my hands too low and did other things wrong, but when I was young, my defense was my legs. My style in the ring was to keep my distance, don’t get too close, stay just out of range, get in just enough to punch, and get out.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “In the beginning, a lot of people criticized Ali for not being able to take a punch. That’s why he danced around the ring, they thought. Those guys didn’t know what they were talking about. Ask any fighter and he’ll tell you, you don’t get hit because it’s fun. You get hit because sometimes you can’t avoid it, and if you can avoid it, more power to you. Another thing they said was, ‘All Cassius had was a jab.’ Well, he had a lot more than that, but remember, a jab is a punch in the face. And the way Ali threw it, he could stun you or cut you up. He was a marksman with that jab. Before every fight, I’d tell him, keep that jab in the other guy’s face. Stuff it in so hard it comes out the back of his head.”

After his victory over Duke Sabedong, Ali became the first young fighter just out of an amateur career to have his bouts televised nationally. Teddy Brenner was the matchmaker for Madison Square Garden Boxing at the time.

TEDDY BRENNER: “I’d met Ali in the summer of 1960, just before he went to Rome. I was in my office at the Garden. He came in and asked, ‘Are you Teddy Brenner?’ I said, ‘Yeah’; and he introduced himself. He said, ‘My name is Cassius Clay; I’m going to the Olympics; I’m gonna win a gold medal; I’m gonna be the next heavyweight champion of the world; and I want to borrow ten dollars.’ He was going up to Harlem and wanted to have a good time. So I lent him the money; I never figured I’d get it back. But after the Olympics, he came into my office and actually paid me.

“Those were the days when Madison Square Garden arranged fifty television fights a year for the Gillette Cavalcade of Sports. Naturally, we put a lot of fights on in the Garden, but when the Garden wasn’t available, we used arenas around the country. What we’d do is, ask a promoter to put on a show, pay the main event fighters ourselves, keep TV rights, and let the promoter have the gate. So after the Olympics, I watched Clay very closely, because at some point, I knew, the Garden would want to use him.

“The first fight we did together was televised from Louisville; Clay against Alonzo Johnson (on July 22, 1961]. Johnson was a proven fighter; not a big puncher, but experienced and smart. Clay won a ten-round decision, and then we matched him against Alex Miteff. That one was in Louisville too, and a couple of hours before the fight, we realized that no one had brought boxing gloves. The stores were closed; it was too late to bring gloves in from someplace else. Finally, we found two pairs that were half horsehair and half foam rubber. Most gloves are all horsehair, but these were half-and-half. They’d been lying around in some gym for a long time, and were hard as a rock. We thought it would help Miteff. He was a good puncher, and Clay couldn’t punch. In the fifth round it was an even fight, but Miteff figured to come on in the late rounds, because he was a slow starter and a good body puncher. Then in the sixth, Clay hit him on the chin and knocked him out with one punch. Miteff had never been knocked out before. And in the dressing room afterward, he kept asking what happened. He couldn’t believe that Cassius Clay had knocked him out.”

After Miteff, Clay fought again in Louisville—this time against Willie Besmanoff. Before his previous bout, the hometown hero had advised reporters, “My plan for fighting Alex Miteff is two fast left jabs, a rapid right, and a left hook. And if he’s still standing and the referee isn’t holding him up, then I’m gonna run.” Now, preparing for Besmanoff, Clay declared, “I’m embarrassed to get into the ring with this unrated duck. I’m ready for top contenders like Patterson and Sonny Liston. Besmanoff must fall in seven.”7 And that was precisely what happened. Besmanoff was a hopelessly outmatched fighter, whom Clay could have knocked out from the early rounds on. But mindful of his prediction, and ignoring Dundee’s pleas to “stop playing,” Clay extended the bout until the seventh round. Now there was yet another story for the media to write. For the first time in memory, a fighter was announcing the round in which he would dispose of opponents, and then making good on his prediction. With media attention rapidly growing, Madison Square Garden decided to showcase Clay in New York.

TEDDY BRENNER: “We matched him against Sonny Banks, and it figured to be a tough fight. Banks was young, a converted south-paw, and he could punch. I wanted to see if Clay could fight. And I wanted to see if he could draw fans someplace besides Louisville and Miami. John Condon was our director of publicity, so it was his job to help put people in the seats. Right away, John and Clay hit it off.”

JOHN CONDON: “We were in the old Garden then, the one on Eighth Avenue between Forty-ninth and Fiftieth. And Cassius Clay was a publicist’s dream. Fighters today feel they get paid to go up the steps, get in the ring, fight, and that’s it. You have limousines pick them up at the hotel for Live at Five, and they don’t understand why Live at Five can’t come to the hotel. And you try to explain, ‘Hey, it’s called Live at Five; it’s not on tape.’ And you’ve gone out and busted your ass to get this interview, and they’re bitching about the fact that they have to go across the street in a limousine to the studio. Or they come to New York for a press conference, and you get them booked on a radio show and two TV shows, and they don’t want to do it. They say, ‘Why can’t these people come to the press conference; that’s what I’m doing the press conference for.’ But with Cassius, the moment I met him, he said, ‘Hi, John. What do you want me to do?’

“He wore a bow tie all the time in those days. Everything was brand new to him, and he was full of life. A pleasure to watch, a pleasure to talk to, and a pleasure to be with. He used to say to me, ‘Let’s go watch the foxes, John.’ The foxes were girls, and we’d stand out in front of Jack Dempsey’s restaurant on Forty-ninth Street and Seventh Avenue and watch the girls go by. He wouldn’t say anything to them. He wouldn’t flirt or bother them. He just looked. He might say something to me about how she’s pretty or whatever, but he never said anything nasty, derogatory, or harassing to any of the women.

“I was like a lot of other people, I didn’t know what to make of him; he was so new and refreshing and so likable. I’m a New York City guy, so naturally I thought it was an act. I was convinced it was an act, and in a way it was. In a lot of ways, he was putting everybody on, because if you sat down and talked to him alone, he was a different person. He would become serious in a man-to-man conversation. But when he was on, so to speak, he just ate everybody up and had everybody falling in love with him.

“He used to walk up to people on the street and say, ‘My name is Cassius Clay, and I’m going to be heavyweight champion of the world.’ He’d go on the subways and say, ‘I’m Cassius Clay; I’m going to be heavyweight champion of the world, and I’m fighting at Madison Square Garden on such and such a date.’ The one thing he always worried about was not enough people would come to see him fight. And he charmed everybody. It was very hard to resent anything he did. A lot of people might have if it had been somebody else, but the way he did it, he just had a certain quality where everybody took an immediate liking to him. I know I certainly did. Maybe that’s because I was a publicist and I realized what I could do with this product, so to speak. I saw a million things that I could do to promote him and get the world to know about him. And everything I did, everything I suggested, there wasn’t a single thing I ever suggested that he didn’t agree to do. We used to sit down at night in the Midtown Motor Inn, and think of things we were going to do. He would think of things, or I’d think of something and he’d embellish it. A lot of fighters, you suggest something, and they say, ‘Nah, I don’t want to do that.’ And then the manager gets into the picture, and it’s awful. But with Cassius, there was never any trouble. Promoting his fights, it didn’t even take two to tango, because he did it all for you. Nobody could get you more publicity than he did. He charmed everybody. His round predictions alone were worth the price of admission. He did everything except grab the microphone during the prefight introductions. And I’m sure, if he’d thought of it, he’d have done that too.”

After Madison Square Garden’s prefight promotion was complete, there remained the formality of fighting Sonny Banks. Clay had predicted a fourth-round knockout. Gil Clancy was one of his cornermen for the bout.

GIL CLANCY: “Angelo and I had been partners back in 1951 before he moved to Florida, and when he came up to New York, he needed somebody to work the corner for the Banks fight. He asked if I would, and I said sure.

“Before the fight, in the dressing room, whenever there was more than one other person around, Clay seemed very confident, very cocky, telling everyone what he was gonna do, and so on. It was like self-hypnosis. He couldn’t be beat. Then, just before we went to the ring, I was alone with him and his mood changed. For a few seconds, whatever his big mouth said he was gonna do, this wasn’t the same cocky kid I thought. He looked at me, and asked, ‘Hey, Gil, do you really think I can beat this guy?’

“And it was a good fight. Banks was a puncher. That’s all; he didn’t have much else, but he could punch. Halfway through the first round, he nailed Cassius on the chin with a left hook, and Cassius went down like a sack of wheat. Angelo turned pale. I thought I was going to have to revive Angelo instead of the fighter. People ask now, what went through my mind when he went down. And the truth is, I’ve seen lots of fighters go down. I wanted to see if he’d get up. And he did. I think he was more embarrassed than hurt. He got up throwing punches, ran rings around Banks, and knocked him out in the fourth round just like he said he would.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “Each fight proved a little something to me, and I started to realize the talent I had in my hands. Banks hit Muhammad right on the jaw, and on the way down, his eyes were closed. But when his butt hit the canvas, he woke up. That’s when I saw his recuperative powers.

“Then [on February 28, 1962] he fought Don Warner. Warner was tough, another left-hooker, from Philadelphia, but Cassius kept him off balance. The guy would cock his hook, and Cassius would feint, stick, and move away from the punch. He knocked him out in the fourth round. And all the reporters wanted to talk about was his prediction, because he’d promised everyone it would be the fifth. So Cassius told them that Warner wouldn’t shake hands before the fight, which made him mad, so he subtracted one round for poor sportsmanship.”

On April 23, 1962, Clay ran his record to thirteen wins and no losses by knocking out George Logan in Los Angeles. The fight itself was hardly memorable, but the trip was important because Los Angeles was where Clay met Howard Bingham.

MUHAMMAD ALI: “Everybody says I love people, so it’s only fair that I have the best friend in the world, and that’s Howard Bingham. He never asks for anything; he’s always there when someone needs him. There’s no one like him. He’s the best there is. And if you write that, I don’t want Howard to think I’m getting soft, so write down that he’s lucky I’m his friend too. And tell him I said I’m the only person in the world who likes him.”

For twenty-nine years, Howard Bingham, in many ways, has been the closest person to the most famous man on earth. A free-lance photographer who has been under contract to Life, Sports Illustrated, and numerous other publications, he has taken over five hundred thousand photos of Ali, and stands in contrast to the hustlers and exploiters who later invaded Ali’s life. If Ali was Don Quixote, then Bingham was his Sancho Panza.

HOWARD BINGHAM: “I was with a black newspaper in Los Angeles called The Sentinel. And my assignment that day was to cover Ali at a news conference to announce a fight at the Los Angeles Sports Arena against George Logan. I’d never heard of Cassius Clay, but I went to the news conference, introduced myself, took a couple of photos, and left. Then, that afternoon, I was driving downtown and saw these two guys on the corner of Fifth and Broadway, Cassius Clay and his brother Rudolph. I asked if they wanted a ride someplace because it looked like they were waiting for a bus, and they said no. They were just watching the girls go by. So I asked if they’d like to take a ride with me. They got in the car, and I had some errands to do. Then I took them by a bowling alley, to my mother’s house, and a couple of other places and we hit it off good.

“That was in the spring. Ali came back to Los Angeles a couple of months later to fight Alejandro Lavorante, and then again at the end of the year for Archie Moore. Both times, I showed him around. He and Angelo offered me money to be a press secretary or guide, and I did all that stuff, but I never took the money. It wasn’t something I wanted to get paid for. As far as I was concerned, we were friends.

“Then, on New Year’s Day 1963, Ali called me up and asked if I wanted to come to Miami and hang out with him for a while. I said yeah. I’d never been on an airplane before. I arrived in Miami on a Sunday night. Ali met me at the airport, and the next morning we drove to Louisville to his parents’ home. After that, we went to Pittsburgh, where he had a fight against Charlie Powell. I’d never been in cold weather before, so he bought me earmuffs, an overcoat, and long underwear. And we hung out together until March, when my draft board started messing with me. That took a while, getting Uncle Sam off my back. As far as the Army was concerned, I didn’t want to go, and I’d heard that if you drank a lot of 7-Up, you’d have sugar in your blood. And also, I have a speech impediment [Bingham stutters], and I really let them hear it. It was a real handicap that day when I went in for my physical. But Ali would always call and see how I was doing and how my mother was doing. And finally, when I got things settled with the Army, we got back together again.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “After Logan, he fought Billy Daniels at St. Nicholas Arena in New York. Daniels was undefeated, a real cute sucker. It was a tough fight until Muhammad busted him up. Then we went back to Los Angeles, and he looked like a million dollars against Alejandro Lavorante. Against Lavorante, he looked the way he looked against Cleveland Williams. Now everybody in the business was talking about him, and we figured he was ready to fight Archie Moore.”

Clay versus Moore was typical of boxing. A young up-and-coming fighter against an over-the-hill “name” opponent. Invariably, the older man has little chance of winning. He’s being paid for the marquee value of his name. Yet certain elements of the match-up were intriguing. Clay had been in fifteen professional fights. Moore was a veteran of over two hundred. Clay, of course, had trained briefly with Moore. And most important, from a financial point of view, they were boxing’s greatest outside-the-ring showmen, as the prefight promotional build-up confirmed:


	Cassius Clay: “I do notice a lot of press releases and radio statements and TV announcers complaining about how I talk too much and I’m cocky and I need a good beating. And it’s true. I do talk a lot but everything I say I mean to back up. I notice Archie Moore said the empty wagon makes the most noise. Well, I don’t know too much about wagons, but that old man won’t go but four rounds with me.”

	Archie Moore: “The only way I’ll fall in four is by toppling over Clay’s prostrate form. He belittles people too much. Even his contemporaries hope I beat the socks off him. As I’ve said, Clay can go with speed in all directions, including straight down if hit properly. I have a good solid right hand that will fit nicely on his chops.”8

	Cassius Clay: “I realize that Archie’s a great fighter, but Archie is a great older fighter. Archie Moore is going around saying he’s developing a lip buttoner for me. See, I’ve earned a reputation as the Louisville Lip. He says he’s gonna invent a punch called the Lip Buttoner, but I’m the one who’s gonna use it. Why doesn’t somebody just get that old guy a pension; why doesn’t somebody just retire him? He’s too old, he’s old enough to be my grand-daddy. I wish people would get together and work out a pension or something for him or I’m gonna have to do it once and for all.”9

	Archie Moore: “I view this young man with mixed emotions. Sometimes he sounds humorous, but sometimes he sounds like a man that can write beautifully but doesn’t know how to punctuate.”10

	Cassias Clay: “Archie’s been living off the fat of the land; I’m here to give him his pension plan. When you come to the fight, don’t block the aisle and don’t block the door. You will all go home after round four.”11



“This fight,” Arthur Daley wrote in The New York Times, “has assumed the magnitude, conversationally, of The Battle Of The Century.”12 By fight time, Clay was a three to one favorite, and 16, 200 fans paid a California indoor record $182,600 to see the bout.

ARCHIE MOORE: “I had to fight him for financial reasons. It wasn’t what either of us wanted, but I was in a bind financially. I was getting on in years, and had gone to Canada for a fight that didn’t come off. And when I came back, I had to face a lot of debts. There was a promoter who wanted to showcase Cassius and thought that I was right for him, and so I took the money that they offered me to box.

“We had a tournament of words before the fight. He was full of poetry and brash statements, and I certainly never did lack for verbosity or elocution. But he outdid me in the area of poetry and the area of prose, too, because he was so naturally gifted in those areas. Then we fought and he knocked me out. My plan when I went into the fight was to move around and catch him with hooks to the body, because no one had hit him to the body much. Slow him down, and then maybe get him with a sneaky right hand. But his speed was too much for me, and I was made for him in that I used a wrap-around defense to cover up. I would leave the top of my head exposed, and that’s what he wanted. You see, he had a style, he would hit a man a lot of times around the top of the head. And if you hit the top of a man’s head, you shake up his thought pattern. You disturb his thoughts. A fighter has to think, but if someone is plunking you on top of the head, you cannot think correctly. And this is what he did. He made me dizzy and he knocked me out.

“People ask me now, if I’d fought Clay when I was young, would the outcome have been different? I don’t think so. One never knows for sure, but I told you before, Ali would have beaten Joe Louis four times out of five. And I was a pretty good light-heavyweight, but I think Joe Louis would have beaten me.”

Two months after defeating Archie Moore, Clay stepped into the ring in Pittsburgh against Charlie Powell and knocked him out as predicted in the third round. “When he first hit me,” Powell said after the bout, “I thought to myself, I can take two of those to get in one of my own. But in a little while, I found out I was getting dizzier and dizzier every time he hit me, and he hurt. Clay throws punches so easily you don’t realize how much they shock you until it’s too late.”13

Mort Sharnik, who covered Ali for twenty years, was in Pittsburgh for the Powell fight.

MORT SHARNIK: “I was with him on many occasions, but I remember him best when he was young. One time, the Sponsoring Group threw a luncheon for him in Louisville, and of course, Cassius was the centerpiece. There were some very beautiful young black girls there. Clearly, they were interested in him, and he didn’t give out any vibrations toward them at all. I asked myself, ‘What is this?’ He was so dynamically handsome, and I didn’t understand why he didn’t seem interested. At his age, I might have said, ‘I’m going to be cool; I’m going to be in control.’ But I would have given off some sexual vibrations, and there weren’t any coming from him. The girls were kind of puzzled by it too, because they were smitten with him and would have loved to flirt a little. I even wondered if he was gay, which in light of how he lived later on was as far from the mark as I could be.

“But getting to the Powell fight, as usual Cassius was talking all that jive, making predictions, and doing routines with his greeting-card poetry. He was very imaginative and he was talking about Powell as if he were a child fantasizing. You know, I’ll do this to that old monster; he’s Frankenstein; I’ll turn him inside out. And that’s fine until you meet Frankenstein. And now he was face-to-face with Charlie Powell at the weigh-in. And Charlie Powell was an ex-football player, very big, very strong, much more muscular than Clay. And Cassius looked at him at the weigh-in, and all of a sudden a touch of reality began to creep in. They started rapping at one another. Cassius seemed a little apprehensive, and Powell’s brother, Art, who was a football player—he was there, and he’s a talker too. Well, finally Cassius got really agitated. He’d taken his shirt off for the weigh-in, his undershirt, and then he put it back on backwards, which of course Powell pointed out. So Clay fumed and fussed and announced, ‘I’m going,’ and he opened the door and stomped into a broom closet.

“But it was at that fight that I recognized he was an extraordinary fighter. In the second round, Powell hit him a shot to the solar plexus, a right hand underneath and a left hand on top, and the shot to the solar plexus sunk in, it seemed, up to his elbow. Clay was hurt, but he controlled everything. Outside of that grunt, that oomph, when a man is hit—and physically you can’t do anything about that, it’s compression of air—outside of that, you saw nothing. He sagged for a split second, but there was no change in his facial muscles. And when Powell went to follow up, Clay incredibly just fired back. Before the round was over, he had Powell cut over the eye, and he stopped him one round later.

“I also remember that fight, because it was while we were in Pittsburgh that Cassius said some fascinating things to me about spiritualism. He was talking about his own spirituality, and he never touched on that with me again. It wasn’t publicly known he was a Muslim then. I certainly didn’t know it. But he was talking about his own religiosity and how spiritual he was, and he asked why couldn’t he have visitations from God. Now, you’re talking about something close to thirty years ago, so it’s hard to remember everything. But he was saying that Moses spoke to God and the prophets spoke to God, and why couldn’t he speak to God? And I had the feeling he sensed he was a special vessel, that he might be ordained for special things.”

Clay had now captured the public imagination, and expectations were running high. Seven of his previous eight fights had ended in the predicted round. His poetry was being widely quoted, and Life magazine published an entire poem.14 The time was ripe to return to New York, and Madison Square Garden signed him to fight Doug Jones. But no sooner had contracts been signed than a massive promotional problem loomed. New York City was in the midst of a 113-day newspaper strike, and it fell upon Clay to publicize the bout virtually on his own. For two weeks, he moved around the city, visiting bowling alleys, nightclubs, and television studios. When a Greenwich Village coffee house offered him a forum, he declared himself a beatnik and predicted doom for Doug Jones:


	This boy likes to mix

	So he must fall in six.

	Later, the forecast was adjusted by two rounds:

	I’m changing the pick I made before Instead of six, Doug goes in four.



“I’m not even concentrating on Doug Jones,” Clay proclaimed. “He’s nothing but a bum. If Jones upsets me, I’ll quit fighting.” As for the strike, Clay solemnly assured his fans, “Yes, they have a newspaper strike in New York, and I’m making an appointment with President Kennedy to talk to him to see if he can’t do something about it, because there’s a lot of people who want to read about my fight and see my picture, and it’s really embarrassing to go into the city and there’s no newspapers.”15

Then came the bout, and the magnitude of Clay’s drawing power was revealed.

A. J. LIEBLING: “I shoved my way through shoals of pedestrians coming from the Garden half an hour before the first preliminary to the Jones fight. They were coming away from it because the house was sold out—a report that they had refused to believe—and the cops were chasing them out of the lobby, where they were blocking the entrance. I had to show a ticket to get off the sidewalk. Inside the lobby, the public-address system was happily blaring, ‘This performance sold out. Only ticket holders in the lobby, please.’ I hadn’t seen anything like it since the Louis-Marciano fight in 1951. But Louis was an immortal, making a last stand against a coming immortal, while Clay and Jones had records like semifinalists. In the jubilant lobby, the Garden special cops were laughing as they chucked out the gate-crashers, and the life-size bronze statue of Joe Gans, the old lightweight champion, seemed to have broken into a sweat of excitement.”16

But the fight itself verged on disaster. Clay fought one of the worst fights of his career, and Jones fought one of his best. The result was a boring bout, lacking in entertainment value. Once the fourth round passed and Clay had foiled to make good on his prediction, the crowd turned against him as though he had lost—which he almost did. In the end, both judges scored the bout five rounds to four in Clay’s favor, with one round even. The referee, whose mind must have been elsewhere, marked his scorecard eight-one-one for the victor.

After the bout, Clay tried to remain upbeat. “The referee was the most accurate,” he said. “See, I’m as pretty as a girl. There isn’t a mark on me.” As for his flawed prediction, he told reporters, “First, I called it in six. Then I called it in four. Four and six, that’s ten, right?”17

But the damage had been done. Soon, New York newspapers were publishing again, and Pete Hamill wrote, “Cassius Clay is a young man with a lot of charm who is in danger of becoming a dreadful bore.”18 Arthur Daley, who had once viewed Clay as “a refreshing highly personable young man,”19 now saw him in a different light. “The time has come,” Daley wrote, “for the precocious Cassius Marcellus to modify his public image. He’s a handsome kid with so engaging a personality that he instantly attracts and wins everyone he meets. This amusing charmer uses the device of constant braggadocio to gain attention. However, his boasting now begins to irritate. What began as an amusing byplay has started to pall. The exceedingly likable Clay is lousing up his public relations by his boasting and it’s high time he eased off.”20

Clearly, some form of rehabilitation was necessary, and it came three months later in London, although again, Clay flirted with disaster. This time, the opponent was Henry Cooper, the reigning British heavyweight champion. Clay came into the ring wearing a red robe that bore the legend “Cassius the Greatest” and a crown embedded with imitation precious stones. Fifty-five thousand fans were on hand, mindful of the American’s prediction that Cooper would fall in the fifth round.

For three rounds, two minutes and fifty-five seconds, everything went as planned. From the opening bell, Clay was in control, and by round three, it appeared he could end the fight whenever he chose. Cooper was badly bloodied and hurt. But each time the Englishman seemed ready to fall, Clay would drop his gloves, step back, and dance. At one point, William Faversham left his seat, moved as close to the ring as security allowed, and shouted to Dundee, “Angelo, make him stop the funny business.”21 But Dundee had no more control over his fighter than Faversham did. Clay was determined to carry his opponent and redeem himself as a prognosticator of rounds.

By round four, Cooper was apparently defenseless. Blood cascaded from a cut above his left eye. Clay, meanwhile, was dancing and mugging, periodically gazing toward the crowd. Then the Englishman let fly with a desperate left hook. “The punch,” one ring-sider later wrote, “came from a long way back, with Cooper lunging forward as hard as he could. It caught Clay on the side of the jaw, and Cassius went over backwards through the ropes. He rolled back into the ring, then got dazedly to his feet. He was gazing off into the distance again, but this time starry-eyed. He wobbled forward, gloves low. He started to fall, but his handlers caught him, the round had ended. No one had heard the bell. Wembley Stadium was in an uproar.”22

For the first time in his professional career, Cassius Clay was in desperate trouble. What followed is now boxing lore.

ANGELO DUNDEE: “He split his glove on the seam near the thumb. Actually, it happened in the first round. I spotted the tear then and told him, ‘Keep your hand closed.’ I didn’t want anyone to see it because everything was going our way, if you know what I mean. Then, at the end of the fourth round, he got nailed. And Cooper could do one thing; he could whack with that left hand. Cassius was hurt; no doubt about it. He got hit with that hook right on the button. So when he came back to the corner, I gave him smelling salts. One of the cornermen put ice on his back and down around his lower extremities to give him some feel. Then I helped the split a little, pulled it to the side, and made the referee aware that there was a torn glove. I don’t know how much time that got us. Maybe a minute, but it was enough. If we hadn’t gotten the extra time, I don’t know what would have happened. I think Cassius would have made it through, but we don’t have to answer that question because the horsehair really was coming out of the glove.”

No extra gloves were available, so the bout resumed, split seam and all. Robert Daley of The New York Times described the next bloody round:


	Clay, on dream street sixty seconds before, sprang into the center of the ring and laced into Cooper. The first jab snapped Cooper’s head back, and opened the eye as a cleaver would have. There were so many punches that Cooper could not have known from whence they were all coming. Cassius was grim, absolutely ruthlessly concentrated. In 2 minutes 15 seconds, he nearly tore Cooper’s head off his shoulders. Few men have absorbed such a beating in so short a time. Blood was everywhere. It now was gushing out of Cooper’s wounds. Cooper was covering up as best he could. People were screaming, “Stop the fight!” At last, referee Tommy Little did stop it.23



Now the whole sports world was talking about Cassius Marcellus Clay. “I’m not the greatest,” he proudly proclaimed. “I’m the double greatest. Not only do I knock ’em out, I pick the round. I’m the boldest, the prettiest, the most superior, most scientific, most skillfullest fighter in the ring today. I’m the onliest fighter who goes from corner to corner and club to club debating with fans. I’ve received more publicity than any fighter in history. I talk to reporters till their fingers are sore.”24

But to fulfill his goal of becoming heavyweight champion, Clay still had one more mountain to climb—Sonny Liston, the most feared fighter in the world.



3
“I Am the Greatest!”

“It may not seem like much that a fighter should size up the fight business as show business, but damned few before Cassius Clay ever did.”1

So wrote Tom Wolfe in 1963, after Clay again broke new ground by recording an album for Columbia Records. The LP consisted of monologues and poems devoted largely to the recording artist’s own greatness: “I’m so great, I impress even myself…It’s hard to be modest when you’re as great as I am…They all must lose in the round I choose…I’m a perfect role model for children; I’m good-looking, clean-living, cultured, and modest.”2 Some of the material was written by Clay, the rest by employees of Columbia Records. Released in September to a barrage of publicity, the album enjoyed moderate commercial success and further enhanced Clay’s marketability.

But who was Cassius Clay? What really went on inside his head? Only in isolated moments did he open up and truly speak his mind:


	To Huston Horn: “Man, all the time somebody is telling me, ‘Cassius, you know I’m the one who made you.’ I know some guys in Louisville who used to give me a lift to the gym in their car when my motor scooter was broke down. Now they’re trying to tell me they made me, and how not to forget them when I get rich. And my daddy, he tickles me. He says, ‘Don’t listen to the others, boy; I made you.’ He says he made me because he fed me vegetable soup and steak when I was a baby, going without shoes to pay the food bill. Well, he’s my father and I guess more teenagers ought to realize what they owe their folks. But listen here. When you want to talk about who made me, you talk to me. Who made me is me.”3

	To Robert Lipsyte: “When I get that championship I’m gonna put on my old jeans and get an old hat and grow a beard and I’m gonna walk down an old country road where nobody knows me till I find a pretty little fox who don’t know my name, who just loves me for what I am. And then I’ll take her back to my $250,000 house overlooking my million dollar housing development, and I’ll show her all my Cadillacs and the indoor pool in case it rains, and I’ll tell her, ‘This is yours, honey, ’cause you love me for what I am.’ ”4

	To Huston Horn, again: “The hardest part of the training is the loneliness. I just sit here like a little animal in a box at night. I can’t go out in the street and mix with the folks out there ’cause they wouldn’t be out there if they was up to any good. I can’t do nothing except sit. If it weren’t for Angelo, I’d go home. Here I am, surrounded by showgirls, whiskey and nobody watching me. All this temptation and me trying to train to be a boxer. It’s something to think about.”5

	To Dick Schaap: “I dream I’m running down Broadway. That’s the main street in Louisville, and all of a sudden there’s a truck coming at me. I run at the truck and I wave my arms, and then I take off and I’m flying. I go right up over the truck, and all the people are standing around and cheering and waving at me. And I wave back and I keep on flying. I dream that dream all the time.”6



Flying over trucks. Throngs cheering. At one time or another, most people dream about being Superman. Saying anything they want, and knowing they can back it up. How many people have fantasized about taunting Mike Tyson or the functional equivalent? Telling him how ugly he is, how they’re going to whip him in the ring, make him crawl, and then going out and doing just that.That’s what Cassius Clay did to Sonny Liston.

HAROLD CONRAD: “Sonny Liston was a mean fucker. I mean, he had everybody scared stiff. People talk about Tyson before he got beat, but Liston, when he was champ, was more ferocious, more indestructible, and everyone thought, unbeatable. This was a guy who got arrested a hundred times, went to prison for armed robbery, got out, went back again for beating up a cop, and wound up being managed by organized crime. When Sonny gave you the evil eye—I don’t care who you were—you shrunk to two feet tall. And one thing more: He could fight like hell. They forget it now, but when Liston was champ, some people thought he was the greatest heavyweight of all time.”

The sole blot on Liston’s record was a 1954 decision loss to Marty Marshall, avenged by knockout seven months later. Thereafter, Liston improved as a fighter, wreaking havoc in the heavyweight division, and capturing the heavyweight crown by knocking out Floyd Patterson in one round. Ten months later, on July 22, 1963, Liston and Patterson met again, and Patterson fell in two minutes ten seconds. “A prizefight is like a cowboy movie,” Liston gloated. “There has to be a good guy and a bad guy. People pays their money to see me lose. Only in my cowboy movie, the bad guy always wins.”7

And what did Cassius Clay have to say about Sonny Liston?


	Sonny Liston is nothing. The man can’t talk. The man can’t fight. The man needs talking lessons. The man needs boxing lessons. And since he’s gonna fight me, he needs falling lessons. I’ll hit Liston with so many punches from so many angles he’ll think he’s surrounded. I don’t just want to be champion of the world, I’m gonna be champion of the whole universe. After I whup Sonny Liston, I’m gonna whup those little green men from Jupiter and Mars. And looking at them won’t scare me none because they can’t be no uglier than Sonny Liston.8



HAROLD CONRAD: “The campaign he launched to get a fight with Liston was genius. Right before the second Liston-Patterson fight, Clay followed Sonny out to Las Vegas. One night, Liston was in the casino—I think it was the Thunderbird Hotel—shooting craps. And Clay was standing against the wall, watching. Liston was a mean-tempered son-of-a-bitch, and he was losing, so naturally he’s mad. Liston picks up the dice and throws craps and there’s a big silence. Then a voice comes, ‘Look at that big ugly bear; he can’t even shoot craps.’ Liston glared at him, picked up the dice, and rolled again. Another craps. ‘Look at that big ugly bear. He can’t do nothing right.’ So Liston throws the dice down, walks over to Clay, and says, ‘Listen, you nigger faggot. If you don’t get out of here in ten seconds, I’m gonna pull that big tongue out of your mouth and stick it up your ass.’ And Clay was scared. He walked; you better believe it. I asked him later, ‘Were you scared?’ And he said, ‘Yeah, man; that big ugly bear scared me bad.’ After that, people said Liston slapped him, but I was there, and I didn’t see that. You know how those stories are; after a while, they get bigger and bigger. He didn’t slap him, but he scared the shit out of him; you better believe it.”

Still, several nights later, Clay was at ringside for the second Liston-Patterson fight. Brought into the ring during the customary prefight introductions, he shook Patterson’s hand, looked toward Liston, threw his hands in the air in mock terror, and fled. Then, minutes after Patterson had been demolished, Clay was in the ring again. “The fight was a disgrace,” he shouted into a microphone. “Liston is a tramp; I’m the champ. I want that big ugly bear. I want that big bum as soon as I can get him. I’m tired of talking. If I can’t whip that bum, I’ll leave the country.”9

HOWARD BINGHAM: “I guess what Ali tried to do was drive Sonny Liston crazy. We had this bus. Ali bought it because he was afraid of flying. He used to say, one good thing about buses is, when they break down, they don’t fall thirty thousand feet. Anyway, we were in Chicago one day, and Ali got the idea to go to Liston’s house in Denver and drum up publicity to get the fight. We drove from Chicago just for that. It must have been a thousand miles each way. There was him and me and his brother Rudy and maybe a few others. We had a pretty good group. We took turns driving, and when one of us got tired, we changed in midroad. Whoever was driving would just lift up from the seat and the next guy would slide in. We got to Denver around two o’clock in the morning. Then Ali called some newspapers and radio stations, so by the time we got to Sonny’s house, there was a bunch of people there. I was the one who got sent out of the bus to the house to knock on the door. Liston came to the door in his bathrobe, looked out the peephole, and said, ‘What do you want, you black motherfucker.’ You know that stare Sonny used to give opponents right before a fight when the referee was giving instructions. Well, that’s the look I got from Sonny that night. So I got back to the bus pretty fast. One of the guys was in the bus, honking the horn, and Ali was on the lawn screaming and hollering about how he was gonna whup Liston bad. We all hollered for a while, and then Sonny came out on the lawn, so we took off. I had a good time that night.”

MUHAMMAD ALI: “I was crazy then. But everyone wants to believe in himself. Everybody wants to be fearless. And when people saw I had those qualities, it attracted them to me. People ask me now, did I think out what I said and did ahead of time or did it just come to me? Some things I thought out, but most of the time, it just came to me. I guess it’s like people say; you have to be a little crazy to be a fighter.”

On November 5; 1963, Clay’s promotional efforts came to fruition, and a contract to fight Sonny Liston was signed. “We did not want this fight so soon,” Gordon Davidson, a lawyer for the Louisville Sponsoring Group, admitted in response to reporters’ questions at a press conference. “But Cassius insisted and we had to give in. We argued that he needed more experience, that Liston was too strong right now. No use. He wasn’t listening. We finally concluded Cassius doesn’t try to learn anything from one fight to the next and really doesn’t care about becoming one of the finest heavyweights who ever lived. All he wants is to be the richest. Wise or unwise, it’s his decision and his career.”10

MUHAMMAD ALI: “Everyone predicted that Sonny Liston would destroy me. And he was scary. But it’s lack of faith that makes people afraid of meeting challenges, and I believed in myself. I was confident I could whup him. So what I did was, I studied his style, I trained hard, and I watched Liston outside the ring. I went to his training camp and tried to understand what went on inside his head, so later on I could mess with his mind. And all the time, I was talking, talking. That way, I figured Liston would get so mad that, when the fight came, he’d try to kill me and forget everything he knew about boxing.”


	The prefight buildup was vintage Clay:

	Cassius Clay: “First five rounds, I’ll be circling that big ugly bear, making him move. He’s off balance whenever he reaches out with that jab, and every time he throws that jab I’ll just counter over it. I’ll be sticking and moving so fast the cameras won’t be able to detect my speed. After he loses that zip in the sixth, I’ll start pounding on him, Whop, Whop, Bop! Seventh round I’ll continue shaking him up. Pop, Pop. Eighth round he’ll be dazed, he’ll be frustrated, he’ll be tired and nervous. I’ll meet him before he gets off of his stool and I’ll be right on him faster than greased lightning. I’ll be tagging him with left hooks, jabs to the body, crosses to the head. Whop! Whop! Bop! Bop! And Cassius becomes the champion of the world! I’ll make him look so bad they’ll call it a mismatch.”11

	Sonny Liston: “My only worry is how I’ll get my fist outta his big mouth once I get him in the ring. It’s gonna go so far down his throat, it’ll take a week for me to pull it out again. That’s my only worry, that loud-mouth.”12

	Cassius Clay: “I’m young, I’m handsome, I’m fast, I can’t possibly be beat. I’m ready to go to war right now. If I see that bear on the street, I’ll beat him before the fight. I’ll beat him like I’m his daddy. He’s too ugly to be the world champ. The world’s champ should be pretty like me. If you want to lose your money, then bet on Sonny, because I’ll never lose a fight. It’s impossible. I never lost a fight in my life. I’m too fast; I’m the king. I was born a champ in the crib. I’m going to put that ugly bear on the floor, and after the fight I’m gonna build myself a pretty home and use him as a bearskin rug. Liston even smells like a bear. I’m gonna give him to the local zoo after I whup him. People think I’m joking. I’m not joking; I’m serious. This will be the easiest fight of my life. The bum is too slow; he can’t keep up with me; I’m too fast. He’s old, I’m young. He’s ugly, I’m pretty. It’s just impossible for him to beat me. He knows I’m great. He went to school; he’s no fool. I predict that he will go in eight to prove that I’m great; and if he wants to go to heaven, I’ll get him in seven. He’ll be in a worser fix if I cut it to six. And if he keeps talking jive, I’ll cut it to five. And if he makes me sore, he’ll go like Archie Moore, in four. And if that don’t do, I’ll cut it to two. And if he run, he’ll go in one. And if he don’t want to fight, he should keep his ugly self home that night.”13




	Sonny Liston: “I might hurt that boy bad.”14

	Cassius Clay: “You tell this to your camera, your newspaper, your TV man, your radio man, you tell this to the world. If Sonny Liston whups me, I’ll kiss his feet in the ring, crawl out of the ring on my knees, tell him he’s the greatest, and catch the next jet out of the country. I’m the greatest. Everywhere I go, I draw sellout crowds. If it wasn’t for me, the fight game would be dead. But for those of you out there who won’t be able to see the eighth round of the fight, here’s the eighth round exactly as it will happen:



Clay comes out to meet Liston

And Liston starts to retreat

If Liston goes back any further

He’ll end up in a ringside seat

Clay swings with a left

Clay swings with a right

Look at young Cassius

Carry the fight

Liston keeps backing

But there’s not enough room

It’s a matter of time

There, Clay lowers the boom

Now Clay swings with a right

What a beautiful swing

And the punch raises the bear

Clear out of the ring

Liston is still rising

And the ref wears a frown

For he can’t start counting

Till Sonny comes down

Now Liston disappears from view

The crowd is getting frantic

But our radar stations have picked him up

He’s somewhere over the Atlantic

Who would have thought

When they came to the fight

That they’d witness the launching

Of a human satellite

Yes, the crowd did not dream

When they lay down their money

That they would see

A total eclipse of the Sonny

I am the greatest!”15

HAROLD CONRAD: “Clay charmed; there was no doubt about it. While he was in Miami training for Liston, I took him to see Milton Berle at the Eden Roc Hotel. We’re sitting in the audience, and Clay says to me, ‘I can do what he does; I’m funnier than him.’ Then Uncle Miltie called him up on stage to introduce him. And you have to remember, Milton Berle was big then. He might not have been Mr. Television anymore, but he was still big. He throws some lines at Cassius, using him as a straight man. And all of a sudden Cassius looks at him and says, ‘Are you a big star?’ Milton says, ‘The biggest.’ And Clay asks, ‘How much are these people here tonight paying to see you?’ And Milton tells him there’s a twenty-dollar cover charge. Clay looks at him and says, ‘Well, I’m bigger than you. People gotta pay a hundred dollars to see me when I work.’

“Then a week before the fight, I introduced him to the Beatles, who were in Miami Beach for the Ed Sullivan Show. Liston had already seen them. I took Sonny to the show so Ed Sullivan could introduce him on TV with a plug for the fight. And a couple of minutes after the Beatles started singing, Sonny sticks an elbow in my ribs and says, ‘Are these motherfuckers what all the people are screaming about? My dog plays drums better than that kid with the big nose.’ Anyway, after the show, I arranged for the Beatles to come to the gym to see Cassius, and he didn’t know who they were. He had some idea they were rock stars from England, but that’s all. And when he met them, they were all up in the ring together, talking about how much money they made. So Cassius pulled out a line he uses all the time. He looked at them and said, ‘You guys ain’t as dumb as you look.’ And John Lennon looked him right in the eye and told him, ‘No, but you are.’ ”

On the surface, it was fun and games. But behind the scenes, unbeknownst to many, a storm was brewing.

From the start of his career, Clay had been regarded as a “good colored boy.” Indeed, that was how he’d justified his bragging. “Where do you think I’d be next week,” he demanded of reporters, “if I didn’t know how to shout and holler and make the public take notice? I’d be poor and I’d probably be down in my home town, washing windows or running an elevator and saying, ‘yes suh’ and ‘no suh’ and knowing my place. Instead of that, I’m one of the highest paid athletes in the world. Think about that. A southern colored boy has made one million dollars.”16

Clay’s image was one with which white America was comfortable. The syndicate that backed him was exclusively white. Dundee and Ferdie Pacheco (the physician who worked with Dundee’s fighters) were white. Howard Bingham was black, as was Drew “Bundini” Brown (who met Clay just before the Doug Jones fight and traveled with him). But Bingham and Brown were “the right kind of Negro.” Now, for the first time in the Clay camp, a different kind of black man was coming into view.

The first public hint of a “problem” had occurred in September 1963, when the Philadelphia Daily News reported Clay’s attendance at a “Black Muslim” rally in Philadelphia:


	Clay stood out in the crowd of some five thousand that heard Elijah Muhammad unleash a three-hour tirade against the white race and popularly accepted Negro leaders. Clay, who had come here from Louisville, Kentucky, for the rally, was among the throng that constantly applauded Muhammad as the Muslim leader called upon Negroes in this country and the entire world to form a solid front against the white race. Although he said he was not a Muslim, Clay said he thought Muhammad was “great.”17



The Philadelphia report went largely unnoticed. Clay had not as yet signed to fight Sonny Liston, and the Nation of Islam (as the “Black Muslims” were properly titled) was still substantially unknown. Then, on January 21, 1964, Clay left training camp, and traveled from Miami Beach to New York. By this time, however, contracts for the championship bout had been signed; the fight was imminent; and Clay addressed the rally rather than simply attending. Also, Malcolm X traveled with him. The result was coverage on page one of the New York Herald Tribune:


	The brash young boxer, who celebrated his 22nd birthday last week, may not be a card-carrying Muslim. But, unquestionably, he sympathizes with Muslim aims and by his presence at their meetings lends them prestige. He is the first nationally famous Negro to take an active part in the Muslim movement. Yet he still has not formally announced support for the Muslims. He will not discuss the subject publicly. He will talk about his punches and his speed and his good looks, but he will not talk about the movement.18



The story was gathering steam. Two weeks later, the Louisville Courier-Journal published an interview in which Clay discussed his trip to New York: “Sure I talked to the Muslims,” he acknowledged, “and I’m going back again. I like the Muslims. I’m not going to get killed trying to force myself on people who don’t want me. I like my life. Integration is wrong. The white people don’t want integration. I don’t believe in forcing it, and the Muslims don’t believe in it. So what’s wrong about the Muslims?”19

Then, on February 7, 1964, eighteen days before the Liston fight, a Miami Herald article by Pat Putnam quoted Cassius Clay, Sr., as saying his son had joined the “Black Muslims.”

PAT PUTNAM: “The Herald got a tip from an informant that the Muslims had threatened to kill Clay’s father and mother and that, naturally, Cassius Senior was very upset. I thought he might want to talk about it, so I called Angelo and said, I want to do a story on the father; can you set it up?’ Angelo didn’t know what I was looking for. But he was always obliging with the press, and arranged for me to meet Mr. Clay in a restaurant across the street from the Fifth Street Gym. We sat there and talked for about three hours, just me and the father. He told me Cassius had become a Muslim; that they’d brainwashed him to hate white people, and as soon as the fight was over he was going to change his name. He also claimed the Muslims were stealing his son’s money and when he, the father, objected, they’d taken him out on a boat and threatened to drown him. I didn’t interview anybody except Mr. Clay for the story. I wrote it strictly from his point of view, and it caused a stir. Then things got ugly. I began getting death threats; morons on the telephone calling up and saying, ‘You’re going to die.’ That went on for a while, and then they started talking about my wife, how they were going to kill her too. And I got mad. I went over to Cassius’s house one night around midnight when I got off work—he was living in a black neighborhood—and banged on the door, and told him what was happening. And I’ll say this for him; whatever he went through, whatever he ever said or did, I don’t believe he was ever antiwhite. And he said to me, ‘Pat, don’t worry about it; you’ll never get another call.’ I don’t know what he did, but he must have put the word out to a lot of people, because that was the end of it. I never got a death threat again. And he never complained to me about that story or anything else I wrote, good or bad, the whole time I covered him.”

HAROLD CONRAD: “When the Muslim story began to break, the people promoting the fight went bananas. The Muslims were unpopular in the United States, which is putting it mildly, but this was worse because the fight was in Florida, and Florida was a Jim Crow state. If you want to know what Florida was like, I’d been in Miami with Joe Louis and Max Schmeling two years earlier to promote the Patterson-Johansson fight. I was staying in a hotel and planned to have lunch with Louis in the dining room, and the owner of the hotel came over to me and said, ‘Harold, could you do me a favor? Have lunch in your room this afternoon.’ I said, ‘What do you mean; why should I have lunch in the room?’ And the owner said to me, ‘This is a white man’s hotel.’ I looked at him, and I said, ‘Wait a minute! Are you telling me that Joe Louis isn’t good enough to eat in your dining room?’ But that’s the way it was. They’d let a Nazi in, and I don’t mean Schmeling was a Nazi; I’m not saying that. But they’d let a Nazi in the dining room, and not Joe Louis. So when word got out that Clay was with Malcolm X and the Muslims, you can imagine what that did to the gate. The whole sales pitch for the fight had been Clay against Liston, white hat against black hat, and now it looked like there’d be two black hats fighting.

“Bill MacDonald was promoting the fight. He was a guy who’d made a big score in real estate or oil or something, and wanted everybody to love him. That’s one of the reasons he was into promoting. He’d put up $625,000 to bring heavyweight championship boxing to Florida, and now his main drawing card was surrounded by blacks who were calling white people devils. So MacDonald called Cassius in and threatened to cancel the fight unless he publicly disavowed the Muslims, which Cassius wasn’t about to do.

“That was that. It looked like the fight was off. But like I said, MacDonald wanted everybody to love him, and I said, ‘Bill, you’re gonna go down in history as the guy who denied a fighter a title shot because of his religion.’ And MacDonald told me, ‘Don’t start hitting me with the Constitution. This is the South. I can’t operate down here with these people.’ So I asked him, ‘If I get Malcolm X out of town, will you go ahead with the fight?’ He said, ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ So I went to the house where Cassius was staying. And all the guys around him, they were black men wearing black suits and black ties, and when I got there, they were pretty nasty. Cassius had always been friendly to me, but this time he was cold, like I was a stranger. Malcolm X was there too, and I said to Malcolm, ‘Look, the way things are now, the fight is off. Cassius will lose his chance to win the heavyweight championship, but you can save it for him.’ Malcolm asked how, and I told him, ‘You have to get out of town now. You’re the focal point. You’re the guy the press knows.’ Malcolm thought about it. He was quiet for a long time. And then he said, ‘All right, I’ll go; but I’m coming back for the fight.’ That was the deal. I stuck out my hand, but he wouldn’t shake. He wasn’t into shaking hands with white people then. All he did was reach out and touch my wrist with his finger. But thank God, the fight was on again.”

All that remained was the final build-up, but the consensus was it wouldn’t be much of a fight. Liston was an awesome fighter, with polished skills and power in every punch. Clay was considered an affable novice, who’d been knocked down twice by mediocre opponents in a total of nineteen professional fights. The odds were prohibitive—seven to one in Liston’s favor. Las Vegas bookmakers recorded five times as much wagering on which round Liston would win in than on who would actually win the fight.

Clay’s camp remained optimistic. “We have many assets,” Dundee said a week before the bout. “Clay has a style Liston has never seen before. He’s much faster than Liston. He has the faculty of getting under Liston’s skin and won’t be browbeaten by the champion. Deep down inside, Clay thinks he’s unbeatable. And he can hit Sonny with every punch he has. Sonny isn’t hard to hit. We can beat Liston with quantity and consistency. If you build a prototype of what kind of fighter can whip Liston, you couldn’t improve on Clay.”20

Still, the prevailing view among boxing’s intelligentsia was that Clay had little chance:


	Robert Boyle: “Cassius must be kidding. If he isn’t, he’s crazy to consider entering the ring against a virtually indestructible and demonstrably deadly fighting machine. Clay’s style is made to order for a massacre. He carries his hands too low, he leans away from a punch, and he cannot fight a lick inside. He will face in Liston an opponent with endurance, highly developed skills, deceptive speed, and strength enough to stun an elephant with either hand.”21

	Jimmy Cannon: “Clay doesn’t fight like the valid heavyweight he is. He seldom sets and he misses a lot. It should be remembered he began fighting as an amateur weighing 118 pounds. His body grew but his style remained that of a bantamweight. In a way, Clay is a freak. He is a bantamweight who weighs more than two hundred pounds. There isn’t a heavyweight now licensed who can handle Liston. No big bantamweight is going to do the job.”22

	Arthur Daley: “An aura of artificiality surrounds Tuesday’s heavyweight championship fight between Sonny Liston and Cassius Clay. It doesn’t even rate being called a match made by popular demand. The only one who demanded it was Cassius, a precocious master of ballyhoo who lulls himself to sleep at night not by counting sheep but by counting money. He’ll be seeing stars when Sonny hits him on Tuesday. On that evening, the loud mouth from Louisville is likely to have a lot of vainglorious boasts jammed down his throat by a ham-like fist belonging to Sonny Liston, the malefic destroyer who is the champion of the world. The irritatingly confident Cassius enters this bout with one trifling handicap. He can’t fight as well as he can talk.”23

	Tex Maule: “Where Clay’s jab stings, Liston’s wounds. His arms are massively muscled, and the left jab is more than a jab. It hits with true shock power. Even when it is off target, which it seldom is, it explodes with enough force to knock the recipient off balance so that he must recover and set up again before he can attack. His left hook is as quick as a snake’s strike and he does not have to coil to throw it. It follows the jab as rapidly as a drumbeat. It never occurs to Liston that he may lose a fight. He does not enter the ring hoping to outpoint his rival in 15 rounds and knock him out only if the opportunity offers. His aim is destruction. He may, in the course of a fight, hit his opponent low, in the kidneys, or on the back of the neck. The legality of his attack is of no concern to him. He cares less for points than he does for doing damage. This intended violence has given him command both physically and psychologically in past fights, and caused his opponents to fight in terror.”24

	Milton Gross: “Cassius the fighter, like Cassius the recording star, is a figment of somebody else’s imagination. Only in this day of mediocrity could he be fighting for the world’s heavyweight championship. Only in this time of soap bubble promotion could anybody take him seriously when he steps into the ring with Sonny Liston. The simple fact is, Clay doesn’t know his business. He hasn’t had time to learn it. He knows publicity and he is a charmer when it comes to popping off or popping setups. But he doesn’t know the trouble he’ll see when Sonny starts working him over with malice aforethought to do a butchery job on his pretty face.”25



The day of the fight, February 25, 1964, was seasonally warm in Miami Beach. With prebout preparations complete, Liston remained an overwhelming favorite. Former heavyweight champion Rocky Marciano declared, “I don’t consider Clay’s decision to fight Sonny Liston very smart.”26 Ninety-three percent of the sports-writers in attendance predicted the champion would retain his crown. Then came a series of events that over the years have become enshrouded in myth. And when February 25, 1964, was at an end, the world of sports had irrevocably changed.

Robert Lipsyte, who covered the fight for The New York Times, sets the scene.

ROBERT LIPSYTE: “I was doing feature stories in the sports department of the Times. And the editors didn’t feel it was an important enough fight to bother their main boxing writer, so they sent me down. It was basically seen as a feature writer’s story. Liston would destroy Clay very quickly; the Times would do its usual antiboxing editorial; and then they’d send the real boxing writer back to cover whatever serious fights came along. In fact, when I went down to Miami for the fight, my basic instruction was to find out the distance from the arena to the nearest hospital, so I wouldn’t waste deadline time getting there after Clay was knocked out. And it was a great feature writer’s fight. So much was happening. There were wild rumors, big ugly bears, Ali’s charisma, and of course, the weigh-in.

Before Clay’s fight against Sonny Liston, championship bout weigh-ins had been fairly standard and boring. But Muhammad Ali reinvented the rituals of boxing, and after the show he put on in Miami Beach, weigh-ins would never be the same.

At 10:30 A.M., wearing a blue denim jacket with the words “Bear Huntin’ ” inscribed in red on the back, Clay entered the room where the weigh-in would be held. Angelo Dundee, Bundini Brown, and Sugar Ray Robinson were with him. Clay and Bundini were shouting at the top of their lungs: “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee; rumble, young man, rumble.” Then Clay took over on his own, banging a walking stick on the floor and screaming, “I’m the champ! I’m ready to rumble! Tell Sonny I’m here! He ain’t no champ! Round eight to prove I’m great! Bring that big ugly bear on.”

Working their way through the crowd, Clay and his entourage retired to a dressing room, where he stripped down and put on a white terrycloth robe. Alarmed by what they’d seen so far, representatives of the Miami Beach Boxing Commission followed him in and warned of a fine if his behavior didn’tchange.

FERDIE PACHECO: “God, what a show Cassius put on that morning. In the dressing room, Angelo and Sugar Ray gave him a lecture. They said, ‘Look, this is a weigh-in for the heavyweight championship of the world. Hundreds of members of the press are here. It’s not for craziness.’ And to be honest, I didn’t think he’d have the nerve to pull it off. I mean, here’s a twenty-two-year-old kid in front of boxing greats like Joe Louis and Ray Robinson, not to mention the entire news media. And even though he’d talked about psychological warfare before the fight, I just didn’t think what happened would happen.”

What happened was, at 11:09 A.M., Clay reentered the weigh-in room. Two minutes later, Liston appeared, and the challenger seemingly went wild. “I’m ready to rumble now,” he screamed. “I can beat you anytime, chump! Somebody’s gonna die at ringside tonight! You’re scared, chump! You ain’t no giant! I’m gonna eat you alive!” Bundini was shrieking, “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.” Dundee, Robinson, and William Faversham were holding on to Clay, who seemed ready to attack Liston at any moment.

MORT SHARNIK: “I was there, and it looked to me like Cassius was having a seizure, all gathered up in his own hysteria, going on and on, totally out of control. It was hard to believe he could fight that night. Sugar Ray Robinson was trying to calm him down. There had to be six guys holding on to him, and it looked like he was struggling to throw all six around. Then, right in the middle of everything—and I don’t know how many people saw this—he winked at Robinson. People were screaming and shoving and jockeying for better camera angles, and Cassius was probably having a ball.”

Amidst the din, Morris Klein (chairman of the Miami Boxing Commission) moved to the microphone and announced, “Cassius Clay is fined $2,500.” Meanwhile, Dr. Alexander Robbins (the commission’s physician) managed to take Clay’s blood pressure, and found his pulse rate to be 110 beats per minute, compared with a normal rate of 54. Pouring more fuel on the fire, Robbins announced that Clay was “emotionally unbalanced, scared to death, and liable to crack up before he enters the ring.” Teddy Brenner, who had followed Clay since early in the fighter’s career, opined, “My God; he’s scared to death. This kid is out of his mind. He might not even show up for the fight.”27

No one seemed to care very much that Liston weighed 218 pounds and Clay 210.

ROBERT LIPSYTE: “The weigh-in was like a police action, with an enormous amount of movement and noise exploding in a densely packed room. It was wild, but when it was over and we sorted out what had happened, it seemed to me that, while not everything had been carefully choreographed, Cassius was always in control. Even with all his ranting and raving, most things seemed to have been plotted out. And it was an absolutely extraordinary performance, because Liston took comfort in the fact that everybody was scared of him. I mean, who wouldn’t be terrified of Sonny Liston? Well, the answer, of course, was a crazy person wouldn’t be afraid, and now Liston thought Clay was crazy.”

JERRY IZENBERG: “At the weigh-in, Clay sure as hell fooled me. I was covering the fight for the Newark Star Ledger, and, I couldn’t begin to get a handle on it at all. He behaved like an absolute lunatic. I remember Liston sitting there, watching him. Cassius had an African walking stick that he was banging on the floor, running back and forth, screaming, ‘This is my destiny.’ And Liston looked at him and said, ‘Don’t tell everybody,’ and I didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. The words were, ‘Don’t tell everybody.’ And I think what he meant was, don’t tell everybody what a fool you are, but even now I’m not sure.

“And there had been all sorts of crazy rumors flying around in the week leading up to the fight. We’d heard about fixes; we’d heard about Malcolm X. Then, the day before the fight, Clay went to Dundee and said, ‘I gotta have two more tickets.’ Angelo told him, ‘You’ve already got enough tickets for all your aunts, your cousins, your uncles, your parents, your brother, your friends. I can’t get you any more.’ And Cassius said, ‘These are very important. I gotta get two more tickets for the man in the speedboat.’ Angelo asked, ‘What man in what speedboat?’ And Cassius said, ‘The man in the speedboat who pulled me out of Biscayne Bay.’ Angelo looked at him and, not really wanting to know the answer, said simply, ‘When?’ And Cassius told him, ‘Yesterday.’ Well, that was Cassius. He couldn’t swim, but two days before the fight, he’d been out in a speedboat and the speedboat had capsized and some guy had pulled him out of the water. And when he discovered who he’d saved, he said, ‘I’d love to see the fight.’ All Dundee said, was, ‘I don’t want to hear anymore. Don’t tell me why you were in Biscayne Bay. I’ll get you two tickets. See if you can behave yourself for the next twenty-four hours.’

“So what I’m saying is, things were absolutely crazy. I remember driving to the arena the night of the fight, and in the car, I heard a report on the radio that Clay had been seen at the airport buying a ticket to leave town. And I said to myself, ‘I have no idea what’s going on here.’ I couldn’t conceive of anything like this. Then I walked into the arena, and in the first or second bout of the evening, Muhammad’s brother, Rahaman, made his pro debut. It was a bad crowd for the night, and early in the evening, it was positively empty, like a canyon. And I heard this voice, hollering. I turned around, and about halfway up the aisle, there was Cassius watching Rahaman, yelling instructions, really into the fight. And I said to myself, ‘Lunatic, schmunatic, there’s nothing wrong with this guy.’ I still didn’t think he was going to win. I’ve got to confess, at that point I didn’t think Cassius could fight. But I said to myself, this might be an interesting night.”

RAHAMAN ALI: “The greatest night of my life was February 25, 1964. That night was ecstasy, the epitome of joy. I made my debut against a fighter named Chip Johnson, who’d had about eight pro fights. I was nervous, and he shook me up in the first round. He had me in a daze. Then my head cleared in the rest period between rounds, and I won a unanimous decision. But what that night was about for me was my brother winning the heavyweight championship. I’ve always shared in my brother’s joy. My whole life, his goals have been my goals. His happiness has been my happiness. His sorrow has been my sorrow. So when he became heavyweight champion of the world, I became champion too.”

FERDIE PACHECO: “After Rahaman had his fight, things in the dressing room got pretty bizarre. The only people who were supposed to be there were Cassius, Angelo, Rahaman, Bundini, myself, and Luis Sarria (Clay’s masseur). A few more came and went, but basically we were alone. Then Cassius assigned Rahaman to watch his water bottle. The bottle was taped shut. No one went near it. But every time Rahaman took his eyes off it, Cassius would take the tape off, empty it out, refill it, and tape it closed again. He did that three or four times, because he was worried that someone would try to drug him. And he was particularly suspicious of Angelo, because Angelo was Italian, and in his mind he’d begun to associate Angelo with the gangsters around Liston. Remember, the Muslims—and it was clear by then that Cassius was a Muslim—had never been in boxing before. All they had to go by were Hollywood movies where the mob fixed everything, and Liston was with the mob. It was crazy, but that’s what Cassius thought. And in light of what happened in the fifth round that night, we were very lucky. I don’t want to think about what might have happened if Angelo hadn’t been on the ball.”

Meanwhile, in Liston’s dressing room, it was business as usual, as Liston’s cornerman Milt Bailey recalls.

MILT BAILEY: “Sonny was a peculiar guy. He never really expressed his emotions. But before the fight, he was confident, just like all of us were. We thought Clay was crazy, because he was acting the way a crazy man acts. But we also knew he was afraid because of the way he was talking, and at the weigh-in, he seemed full of fear. So we didn’t expect anything different that night. I know I didn’t think Clay had a chance. Sonny was so powerful, and nobody had stood up to him. Then, in the first round—and it’s been a long time; it’s hard for me to remember round by round—but in the first round, Sonny couldn’t catch up with Clay, and I thought we might have some trouble.”

As the evening progressed and preliminary bouts passed, the crowd remained disappointingly small. High ticket prices, the prospect of a mismatch, and weeks of rumors had taken their toll.”* Shortly before the fight, Les Keiter (who would broadcast the blow-by-blow description for ABC Radio) summed up the moment for a national audience: “Another boxing milestone is at hand. In just a few minutes, Louisville’s Cassius Marcellus Clay climbs the steps into the ring here in Convention Hall to face the target of his constant needling, to run head-on into the punches of the heavyweight champion, Sonny Liston. The man who has been screaming to the heavens that he’s the greatest meets his destiny—the awesome Liston, a man cut from the mold of Joe Louis; a man who can take a man out with either hand; a ring executioner who has disposed of his opposition in the first round the last three times he has answered the bell. And now, as the electric moment draws near, the more than one hundred writers from all over the globe here for the title clash have gone down the line for the champ, giving the challenger no chance at all.”28

Then the fighters entered the ring.

ANGELO DUNDEE: “You have to understand boxing to understand Muhammad. Most people look at fights, and even knowledgeable fans forget sometimes that what they’re watching is real. The punches, the blood, the hurt, the pain. When all the training and promotion is done, it comes down to what a guy does in the ring.

“I was confident that Cassius would beat Liston. I felt he’d win, because he had the speed to offset Liston’s jab, and Liston’s jab was the key to everything. Liston had a jab that was like a battering ram. If he got you at the end of that jab, you were gone. But Cassius was able to surround the jab, side to side, either side, with quickness and agility. The question was, would he fight up to his potential or would Liston intimidate him the way he intimidated most people. Sonny made a science of intimidation. He used to put towels under his robe to make his shoulders look bigger. And when the ref gave instructions, he’d stare you down like you were a dead man. I told Cassius, ‘Look, when you get in the ring with this guy, stand tall so he sees you’re as big as he is.’ But no matter what you say, no matter how you prepare for a fight, when all the preparation and mind games are done, there’s that moment of truth right before the opening bell. And if you care about your fighter, either you love that moment or you hate it. I love it. That’s why I’m in boxing.”

MUHAMMAD ALI: “Just before the fight, when the referee was giving us instructions, Liston was giving me that stare. And I won’t lie; I was scared. Sonny Liston was one of the greatest fighters of all time. He was one of the most scientific boxers who ever lived; he hit hard; and he was fixing to kill me. It frightened me, just knowing how hard he hit. But I was there; I didn’t have no choice but to go out and fight.

“The first round, I was dancing, moving back and side-to-side. I bit him with a couple of combinations, and he got me once with a right hand to the stomach. At the end of the round, I went back to my corner, and I felt good because I knew I could survive. Round two, I made a mistake and he caught me against the ropes. I got away from most of the punches, but he hit me good with a left hook that shook me up. Round three, I changed my strategy. I’d planned to fight hard the first two rounds, and then coast while Liston got tired. That way, by round five or six, I’d be rested and he’d be out of energy, and I’d start coming on strong. But at the start of round three, I could see he was frustrated and getting tired already, so I decided to test him then.”

MORT SHARNIK: “In the third round, Cassius went after Liston. And you have to understand, up until that moment, Sonny Liston had seemed indestructible. But Cassius had incredibly swift hands and a manner of punching where he twisted his fist at the moment of impact, which had the effect of a pretty sharp knife. He hit Liston with a one-two combination; a jab followed by a straight right. And it was like the armor plate on a battleship being pierced. Cassius pulled his jab back, and there was a mouse underneath Sonny’s right eye. Then he pulled his right hand back, and there was a gash underneath the other eye. Liston’s skin had seemed so thick, I didn’t think it could possibly burst like that. And I said to myself, ‘My God; Cassius Clay is winning this fight.’ ”

For most of round four, Clay coasted. Then came the most dramatic moments of the fight, the stuff of which legends are made.

ANGELO DUNDEE: “Near the end of the fourth round, Cassius started having trouble with his eyes. To this day, nobody knows exactly what the problem was. It might have been liniment from Liston’s shoulder. My guess is, it was the coagulant that his corner used on the cuts. Probably, Cassius got the solution on his gloves, and when he brushed them against his forehead, it left a layer of something that trickled down with the perspiration into his eyes. Whatever it was, he came back to the corner after the fourth round and started shouting, ‘I can’t see! My eyes!’ And something was wrong. His eyes were watery. He was saying, ‘Cut the gloves off! We’re going home!’ And you can imagine what was going through his mind. He was winning the fight, winning easily, and all of a sudden he can’t see. I told him, ‘Forget the bullshit. This is the championship. Sit down.’ I pushed him down, took a towel, and started cleaning out his eyes. Then I threw the towel away, grabbed a sponge, rinsed his eyes and threw the sponge away. There was something in his eyes, definitely, because I put my pinky in the corner of his eye, and then I put it in my own eye, and it stung, it burned. I only had a minute between rounds, and Barney Felix, the referee, was coming toward us to see what the problem was. Cassius was hollering, ‘I can’t see,’ and I was scared they’d stop the fight. So I got his mouthpiece back in, stood him up, and said, ‘This is the big one, daddy. Stay away from him. Run!’ ”

FERDIE PACHECO: “All those bullshit boxing stories people write; pretty soon, everyone starts believing them. Angelo cut the gloves in the first Cooper fight. Bullshit. Sit him down, and he’ll tell you that the gloves were already split. He just helped them along a little. Angelo loosened the ropes for the Foreman fight in Zaire. Bullshit again. Angelo and Bobby Goodman tried to tighten the ropes right until the opening bell. Most of it’s nonsense, and Angelo will be the first person to tell you the truth because he’s a very modest guy. But one thing that truly belongs in the legend category was what went on between the fourth and fifth rounds of the Liston fight. Cassius couldn’t see; he was ready to quit. And it had nothing to do with lack of courage, because this was a kid who’d been fighting since he was twelve years old. And in those years when he’d been learning how to box, he’d been poked and banged and busted and clobbered many times, and took on all comers his whole amateur career. He’d made his accommodation by then with the normal pains and blows of boxing, but this was something beyond what he’d experienced, and I was there. I could see it. His eyes were aflame. And Angelo was spectacular. He’s not one of the best, he’s the best cornerman I’ve ever seen. And what he did between rounds was the best example I can give you of a cornerman seizing a situation and making it right. Now, he had a willing subject, because as the world later learned, Muhammad Ali was as courageous as any man who ever put on a pair of boxing gloves. But that moment belonged to Angelo. And if Cassius had been with a corner of amateurs, there would never have been any Muhammad Ali. The fight would have been over. Liston would never have fought him again. And as a member of the Muslims, who were about as popular then as the PLO, Cassius would have sunk from view. And don’t think the Muslims didn’t know it. Look at what happened later on. Even though Angelo’s influence diminished because of the Ali circus and its Byzantine squabbles, Ali’s people never got rid of Angelo. Angelo was there till the very end.”

ANGELO DUNDEE: “I didn’t see too much of the fifth round; not the first minute, anyway. Everybody knew Liston was a tough guy with connections, and certain individuals had been fueling Cassius’s imagination about white people being out to destroy him. As soon as I got down the steps in the corner, my brother Jimmy ran over all excited and said, ‘Ang, show these guys you didn’t do nothing. They’re looking to do a number on you.’ Because there were two Muslims standing there, looking at me in a definitely hostile way, figuring I’d done something wrong. So I said, ‘Are you guys nuts? I want to win this thing as much as you do.’ I threw water from the bucket in my eyes. I showed them everything I could. And then I went back to watching Cassius kick Sonny Liston’s butt.”

FERDIE PACHECO: “Just going out for the fifth round was an incredibly brave thing to do. Liston was considered as destructive as Mike Tyson before Tyson got beat. It was like blinding someone and sending them out to fight Tyson, and Cassius was absolutely brilliant then. The things he did, staying out of range, reaching out with his left hand, touching Liston when he got too close to break Sonny’s concentration. It was an amazing, astonishing, breathtaking performance. Here’s a fighter who’s supposed to be Godzilla, who will reign for maybe a thousand years. Nobody can stand up to him in the ring. Cassius can’t see, and still Liston couldn’t do anything with him. What can I say? Beethoven wrote some of his greatest symphonies when he was deaf. Why couldn’t Cassius Clay fight when he was blind?”

Midway through the fifth round, Clay’s eyes cleared, and for the rest of the round, the two men fought on even terms. Round six belonged to the challenger. He hit Liston at will; Liston couldn’t hit him. Just before the start of round seven, Howard Cosell (who was doing color commentary with Les Keiter’s radio blow-by-blow) told his audience, “All I can say is, this is hard to figure out. Clay looked like he’d about had it—”

A roar from the crowd interrupted the thought, and then Cosell was screaming, “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! Sonny Liston is not coming out! Sonny Liston is not coming out! He’s out! The winner and the new heavyweight champion of the world is Cassius Clay.”29

Sonny Liston had quit on his stool, the first heavyweight champion to surrender his crown in that fashion since Jess Willard against Jack Dempsey on July 4, 1919. But Willard had suffered a broken jaw, a broken nose, cracked ribs, and six broken teeth. Liston’s excuse? His shoulder was hurt. As the defeated champion spat out his mouthpiece, Clay rose with both arms in the air. To say he danced would be an injustice. His feet skimmed back and forth with incredible speed, barely touching the canvas, as though he was levitating. And then, amidst the bedlam, he was shouting, “I am the greatest! I am the greatest! I’m the greatest! I’m the king of the world! I’ve upset the world! Give me justice! I told you! If he want to go to heaven, I’ll get him in seven. I am the king! I am the king! I am the king!”

“What made him so easy for you,” Cosell, who had climbed into the ring, demanded.

“I’m too fast. He was scared.”

“Who gave you your plan, Angie Dundee?”

“No; myself.”

“Was there any single point where you knew you had him?”

“I knew I had him in the first round. Almighty God was with me. I want everybody to bear witness. I am the greatest! I shook up the world! I’m the greatest thing that ever lived. I don’t have a mark on my face, and I upset Sonny Liston, and I just turned twenty-two years old. I must be the greatest. I showed the world, I talk to God every day. I shook up the world. I’m the king of the world! I’m pretty! I’m a bad man! I shook up the world! I shook up the world! I shook up the world! You must listen to me. I am the greatest! I can’t be beat! I am the greatest! It was no match. I want the world to know, I’m so great that Sonny Liston was not even a match. I don’t have a mark on my face. In the fifth round, I couldn’t see a thing. My face was burning, and I whupped him. He couldn’t hurt me. I’m the prettiest thing that ever lived. I shook up the world. I want justice.”30

MUHAMMAD ALI: “Twenty-six years, more than half my life, has gone by since then. Did Liston really hurt his shoulder? I can’t say for sure, but I don’t think so. My eyes burned bad in the fifth round. I could see a little, but not much. I wanted to stop. Angelo pushed me out. And I never knew for sure what caused the problem, but at the end of my career, before I fought Larry Holmes, a man from Philadelphia came to me. He had a bottle with a yellow liquid inside. He didn’t ask for money. All he said was he wanted to help, and he told me, ‘Put this on your gloves if you get in trouble. It won’t hurt Holmes, but it will blind him temporarily.’ I said no, that it would be against my religion. I’d never try to win a fight that way. But when we had that conversation, it reminded me of my fight against Sonny Liston. Twenty-six years. I can’t believe all that time has gone by. When I listen to the tapes, what I said that night, I was great, but man, I was crazy.”

CASSIUS CLAY (to reporters in his dressing room after the fight): “What are you gonna say now, huh? ‘He can’t go one round. He might go two. He holds his head back. He holds his hands too low.’ Well, I’m still pretty. All you reporters made it hard on Liston. Never write about me like that. Never make me six to one; it just makes me angry. Never make me no underdog, and never talk about who’s gonna stop me. Ain’t nobody gonna stop me. Not a heavyweight in the world fast enough to stop me. Liston’s one of the powerfulest in the world, and he looked like a baby. I held my hands down. I just played with him. I shook all of you up. Oh, I whupped him so bad; wasn’t that good? Oh, I shook up the world. I whupped him so bad he has to go to the hospital, and I’m still pretty. What you gonna say about that, huh? I don’t have a mark. The bear couldn’t hurt me. I put him in the hospital. He’s never been stopped. He’s never been whupped. I’m so great. I’m so great. I shook up the world. Wasn’t that so good? Oh, I shook up the world. Tell me, I am the greatest. I’m gonna show you how great reporters are. Who’s the greatest? [There was no response.] No justice. I don’t get no justice. No one’s gonna give me justice. I’ll give you one more chance. Who’s the greatest? [‘You are,’ several reporters answered].”31

MORT SHARNIK: “After the fight, I went with Sonny to St. Francis Hospital, where they stitched him up. Jack Nilon [Liston’s manager] and I were the only ones with him. Nobody else was there. Sonny looked like the loneliest person in the world. They X-rayed him, and put in sutures. And let me tell you, if anyone thought the fight was fixed, this guy was beaten up. His face was all swollen, chopped, and chewed up. In a way, he’d quit, but only after the fight was lost. He quit because he knew he was going to get knocked out; probably in the next round, which was what Cassius had predicted.

“Nilon and I were standing, talking over Sonny, while he was lying on one of those metal tables. All Sonny said was, ‘That’s not the guy I was supposed to fight. That guy could punch!’ Then Nilon looked at me and asked, ‘What in the world will we do with Sonny?’ But for a moment, my mind was somewhere else. I was back with Cassius in my office in the Time-Life Building, looking out over the twinkling lights of Manhattan. We’d been there together a few months before, and I’d said to him, ‘Now, Cassius, tell me the truth. Put aside all the hoopla, all the bravado. What do you think about Sonny Liston?’ And he’d started, ‘Oh, that big ugly bear.’ I said, ‘Forget that, and tell me the truth. What’s going to happen?’ And Cassius got very thoughtful, and then he said, ‘Well, I’m like Columbus. I think the world is round, but I’m a little scared because now I’m reaching the point where I’ll find out if it’s really round and I can sail around it or is it flat and will I fall off. I think I can beat him. I think I’m going to do what I say. But I won’t know for sure until I get there.”

ROBERT LIPSYTE: “Looking back, I suppose what interests me most about the whole experience in Miami Beach was the generational aspect of the coverage of the fight. A lot of things were happening then. John Kennedy’s assassination, the start of our military build-up in Vietnam, black America rising to assert itself. But one very personal memory stands out in my mind.

“Joe Louis was down there. He was getting walking-around money from Sonny Liston’s camp, and I think his wife might have been Liston’s lawyer. And there was a very clear distinction between the younger reporters such as myself who saw Cassius Clay as the story and the older reporters who flocked around Liston and Joe Louis. I remember talking with one of the older writers, Barney Nagler—they were all around Louis—and I asked him, ‘How can you hang around that old mumbling has-been, when here’s this young beautiful hope of the future?’ and Nagler said to me, ‘You don’t understand; he was so good when he was young.’ And I didn’t understand that until many years later when I was at the Mike Tyson-Larry Holmes fight, and I was one of the old reporters hanging around an aging mumbling ex-fighter once known as Cassius Clay, who’d been so wonderful and given us all so much to treasure when he was young.”

* There were 8, 297 paid admissions in a hall that seated 15,744. Bill MacDonald, who paid a site fee of $625,000 plus $140,000 in expenses, lost $363,000. After closed-circuit television and other revenues were factored in, Clay and the Louisville Sponsoring Group received $630,000 split fifty-fifty between them. Liston received $1,360,500, although it’s unclear how that money was divided. Liston’s backers (Intercontinental Promotions, Inc.) collected $813,000 for their role in the promotion.
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