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  Introduction


  Muhammad Ali has been called many things in his life: The Louisville Lip, Gaseous Cassius and The Greatest, the last being self-chosen. It was a long time before the general
  public accepted that one. When Ali, then Cassius Marcellus Clay, first came up the professional ranks, he was sometimes dismissed as a kid with a big mouth whose ambitions exceeded his ability.
  Opinion in the boxing world was split. There were those who were just happy to find a fighter that had the charisma to get people talking about boxing again when the sport was on the decline. In
  the other corner were those, and there were plenty of them, who thought Clays apparently tireless mouth needed to be shut, preferably by way of a fist to the jaw. But love him or hate him
  for his pre-fight predictions, his often appalling poetry and his constant boasting, he knew how to bring a crowd to a fight. He was a character and good for the sport.


  That all changed when his membership of the Nation of Islam became public. The Nations anti-integration politics, their condemnation of white people as devils and Alis very vocal
  embracing of the Nations views saw his popular support plummet. His refusal to serve in the US military produced a public backlash of an intensity not seen against any boxer since Jack
  Johnson horrified white America half a century earlier. Ali was no longer merely a braggart, he was an unpatriotic draft dodger, a bad example to the youth of America and a disgrace to his title,
  far worse than his unloved predecessor Charles Sonny Liston.


  However, Alis stand against military service and his three-year struggle to get his boxing licence back came to be seen against the wider context of the growing anti-war sentiment and the
  civil rights movement. Whether or not Alis personal issues with the government were ever intended to be construed in a larger context is open to debate, but it began the process of
  transforming Ali from public enemy to national treasure. His claim to be The Greatest was surely given the ultimate seal of authenticity in 1978 in DC Comics Superman vs.
  Muhammad Ali, in which Ali even defeated the Man Of Steel. When he lit the Olympic Flame in Atlanta in 1996, his transformation from pariah to hero was complete. A man who earned his living by
  beating other men with his fists and who was once vilified by his government was now a symbol of tolerance, of racial integration and of America itself. It could only happen in boxing.


  

    
  


  PART 1

  THE LOUISVILLE LIP


  Cassius Clay began his professional fight career on 29 October 1960 with a six-round decision victory over Tunney Hunsaker. The fight took place in Clays hometown of
  Louisville, Kentucky. After the win, Clay moved to Miami and joined the stable of fighters at Angelo Dundees 5th Street Gym. With Dundees guidance he learned his trade and built his
  record and reputation over the next two years against a series of carefully chosen opponents.


  On 15 November 1962, Clay got his first name opponent  the former light-heavyweight champion Archie Moore. The Old Mongoose was arguably the greatest knockout artist in
  the history of the square ring. His professional record, as listed in Bert Sugars The Great Fights, consisted of 229 fights and an extraordinary 141 knockouts. The two men had crossed
  paths before. At the outset of his pro career, Clay had been sent to Moores training camp to see if the veteran could take him under his wing as he set out on the path to pugilistic glory.
  It was not to be. Moore expected his fighters to pull their weight and perform the chores that kept the camp shipshape. Clay, who was used to being spoiled by his doting mother at home, refused to
  wash dishes or mop floors and was sent home.


  Two years later, Clay was on the rise while Moore was well past his prime when they met in the ring. In a one-sided affair, Moore was dispatched in the fourth round. The Old Mongoose fought
  just twice more before hanging up his gloves for good. As for his youthful vanquisher, now undefeated in sixteen outings, he was just getting started.


  

    
  


  A Look at Cassius Clay: Biggest Mouth in Boxing


  Alex Poinsett


  Ebony Magazine, March 1963


  
    POET-PROPHET SAYS HE COULD STOP SONNY LISTON IN EIGHT

  


  
  
    
      This is the story about a man


      With iron fists and a beautiful tan


      He talks a lot and boasts indeed


      Of a powerful punch and blinding speed

    

  


  
    
      The boxing game was slowly dying


      And fight promoters were bitterly crying


      For someone, somewhere to come along


      With a better and a different tone

    

  


  
    
      Patterson was dull, quiet and sad


      And Sonny Liston was just as bad


      Along came a kid named Cassius Clay


      Who said I will take Listons title away

    

  


  
    
      His athletic prowess cannot be denied


      In a very short time it has spread far and wide


      Theres an impression you get watching him fight


      He plays cat and mouse then turns out the light

    

  


  
    
      This colorful fighter is something to see


      And heavyweight champ I know he will be

    

  

  


  Cassius Clay


  Poet, prophet, propagandist, Cassius Marcellus Clay  less pretentiously nicknamed Gee Gee ever since his diaper-wearing days  is, by his own modest
  admission, the greatest happening in boxing today. At the very least, he is certainly the most talkingest fighter, a compulsive phrase-maker fascinated by his own
  verbage. In a rhyming mood, the brash, twenty-one-year-oldster insists heavyweight champion Sonny Liston is great, but he must fall in eight. Then he solemnly warns he will let Liston
  tarry only six rounds if the champion keeps popping off  about the challengers inability to hit hard enough to crack an egg. While his poetry only tickles the
  imagination, his uncanny and sometimes lucky knack of predicting the exact knockout round for ten of the sixteen professional opponents he has faced smacks of a voodoo witch doctor sticking
  psychological shafts in his victims.


  In the fight which boosted him from seventh to fourth among world heavyweight title contenders, Cassius knocked out Archie Moore in the fourth round just as he said he would. Many of the 16,200
  Los Angeles fans (a California indoor record), mildly angered because of Clays boasting, had come to see him lose. But as always, the boxer, who preens himself with Im too
  pretty to be hit, prayed about twenty minutes before the scheduled twelve-round bout: Lord, millions of people are waiting for me to fail. As long as youre with me, I
  cant fail.


  Then in the second round Cassius caught the hardest punch he has ever felt in his life, a right smash flush on the jaw. My legs got rubbery, he admits, his baritone voice going
  soprano in the excitement of the telling. I was dizzy. But I couldnt let Archie know I was hurt. Man, I couldnt lose! And after all that talking, too? So he hung on, had
  Moore in trouble in the third round but played cat and mouse with him until the fourth to make his prediction come out right. Indeed, the only time Cassius has ever
  ignored his forecast came last March when he disposed of Dan Warren in the fourth round instead of the fifth as predicted. He wouldnt shake hands with me when the bell rang, he
  apologizes now, so I subtracted one round for poor sportsmanship.


  Cassius was more gentle with a sweet, little old lady who later told him: I read a story in the newspaper that said youre a nice boy. I always knew that you really were a nice
  boy! He wanted to inform her the complimentary story had, in fact, wrecked months of national image building. Like man, if you make your living as a professional villain, how would
  you dig it if somebody clipped your horns? Cassius laments. I dont want to be no nice boy in the press. That dont get it. More people come to a fight just to see a
  big-mouthed, bad guy fall.


  Sparring with logic that is not nearly as sharp as his punching, Cassius figures any publicity  good, indifferent and, especially, the bad  helps him revive public interest in a
  sport grown hum-drum from a lack of excellent fighters and captivating personalities. If, for instance, the heavyweight champion is popular, colorful and talkative, if he draws crowds on the
  streets, if he is idolized by youngsters, then boxing, as a whole, benefits. What boxing needs, therefore says Cassius, is more Cassius Clays.


  As if proving himself really as obnoxious as he appears, Cassius plays to a grandstand stretching from New York to Los Angeles. Tossing back his head, he stares wide-eyed through bifocals
  perched invisibly on the tip of his nose, passionately telling a television interviewer: I am the greatest!


  Yes, Cassius, we know, the interviewer replies wearily.


  I dont want you to forget it, huffs the boxer.


  Cassius, of course, never, never will. Striding down the street in his Louisville, Ky. hometown, he is stopped by a boy who promises: Im going to be like you.


  What am I? Cassius wants to know.


  A boxer.


  What kind of boxer?


  A champion boxer.


  Thats right, Cassius agrees. The greatest!


  An idle boast? A front for fear? Arrogance? Immaturity? Perhaps all of these convenient catchalls. Perhaps none of them. For when Cassius declares I am the greatest, he is not just
  thinking about boxing. Im talking about a whole lot of things, he explains. Lingering behind his words is the bitter sarcasm of Dick Gregory, the shrill defiance of Miles
  Davis, the utter contempt of Malcolm X. He smiles easily, but, behind it all, behind the publicity gimmicks and boyish buffoonery, behind the brashness, Cassius Marcellus Clay  and this fact
  has evaded the sportswriting fraternity  is a blast furnace of race pride. His is a pride that would never mask itself with skin lighteners and processed hair, a pride scorched with memories
  of a million little burns like the paper cup he drank root beer from at a New Orleans stand while his white companion sipped from a glass. He does not talk publicly about racial discrimination,
  preferring instead to leave protests to race leaders. But a hint of feelings, searing the very depths of him, surface even in his most jocular moments. Thus while eating breakfast, he asks his
  brother, Rudy, to pass the cream. I want to integrate my coffee, Cassius quips. I dont want to drink it black. Think Ill have my coffee weak this
  morning.


  Later he bounces down the street, tall and proud, rhapsodizing: I feel free since I learned the truth about myself and my people.


  During other flights of the imagination Cassius talks of someday building a $500,000 housing project for Negroes, a roller skating rink staffed with pretty, brown girls and a cab company to
  furnish jobs for his unemployed friends. But the race pride at times becomes almost a caricature of a cause, a confusion in Cassiuss mind between love of his people and himself. And he calls
  the four-room clapboard, Louisville house he was born in the eighth wonder of the world, claiming: It should be turned into a national shrine where sightseers from all over the
  country can come and say, Gee, this is the birthplace of Cassius Clay.  For this glory, he seriously considers repurchasing the familys former homestead.


  The main stuff of Cassiuss varied financial dreams is a healthy respect for the dollar  almost to a fault. It pops out when he drives up to a filling station in his long Cadillac
  and orders $2 worth of gasoline. It shows in a sparse wardrobe sporting a $40 suit. It turns farcical as he eats chili with his father, brother and two reporters in a Louisville restaurant. Two of
  his companions buy milkshakes to wash down the meal. Cassius thirsts for a thirty-five-cent milkshake, but does not buy. Instead, he borrows a glass full from each of the other two.
  Most reporters pay my tab, Cassius announces at the end of the meal to the two newsmen. And when he leaves he does not pay.


  It is as if the dollar he guards jealously will soothe him in blankets of green security. For beside the housing project Cassius wants to build for Negroes, he wants to wrap himself in a
  $200,000 home with all the trimmings. It irks him that most of his earnings in these, his most productive years, are gobbled up by income taxes. Cassius complained to Sen. Ted Kennedy, youngest
  brother of the President, while in Boston in December to receive a Bnai Brith sport award. Ive been doing OK in the ring, he told Kennedy, but Ive
  been stopped by Uncle Sam. Hes taking 85 per cent (actually about 65 per cent) of my earnings. Cassius asked for help from Washington.


  Ill not only ask my brother, the President, but Ive got another brother down there, Kennedy answered. Hes in the Justice Dept. and you may need
  him!


  On another occasion, Cassius said: Therere a lot of things I want to be in this fight game, but I sure dont want to be a Joe Louis. That is, I dont want to have the
  income tax trouble he had. Man, you cant fight or do nothing without peace of mind. I dont want anything to take my mind off going straight upupup.


  Cassius, after all, has promised the world he will reign as its next heavyweight king and with characteristic bravado added: If I say an eagle dips snuff, look under his wing and get the
  can. His title prediction is shared by veteran referee Ruby Goldstein who officiated bouts of all the champions since Joe Louis. This kid reminds me of Patterson when he first
  started, Goldstein said at the time. Hes like a combination of a young Ray Robinson and Floyd Patterson with the fast moves and quick hands. Hes kind of a picture
  fighter. Hes the kind you got to say to yourself, he cant miss.


  Other fight experts, however, are dubious about the title chances of a boxer with hands once so brittle they had to be X-rayed after every fight by an orthopedic specialist. He knows
  nothing about in-fighting, claims Bud Bruner, a Louisville fight manager, but you have to catch him to make him fight inside.


  Some critics claim Cassius lacks punching power. While it is true he is a boxer-type heavyweight who wears down his opponents with a tic-tac-toe pattern of lightning blows, his trainer, Angelo
  Dundee, warns against notions that he cannot put an opponent away with a couple of punches  or one. He stopped Alejandro Lavorante with one punch, Dundee recalls, and
  his punching is developing. I can see it. He sets and spots now. And he has something very few fighters have  a good left uppercut.


  For fight experts who question his punching power, Cassius has answers of his own. While visiting his mother, Mrs Odessa Clay, in a Catholic hospital where she was recuperating from an
  operation, he argues rather loudly: Who says I cant punch? Ask Alex Miteff, ask Willie Besmanoff, ask Archie Moore. They say I dont know nothing about in-fighting. He
  is on his feet, now, shadow-boxing to prove his skill. The way I fight I dont need to. Im sticking fast, he says, flicking out his left jab like a cobra. His
  ailing mother smiles approvingly. Im hitting him with a right cross. Ying! He snorts, blowing hard through his nose at the end of each punch, the way fighters do to
  conserve their wind. His mother giggles. Then a big left hook. He is John Henry driving a human spike in the ground. Im doing the twist, light on my feet,
  looking pretty. Im clean, Jim! His mother holds her chest to soothe the pain of laughter. With me, youre wrong if you do and wrong if you dont attack. I
  dont see nobody whipping me. Im too fast! Liston, he claims, is too slow for him. Sure he can punch, but a big punch dont mean nothing if you cant
  hit nothing. Id smother Liston! And a tiny, nurse-nun eases into the hospital room wanting to know: Whos making all this noise?


  A doer as well as a talker, Cassius heeds a little of the fatherly advice from Joe Louis who warned him recently: Boy! You better not believe half the things you say about yourself. You
  better train hard. The fighter puts in long days at the Fifth Street Gym in Miami Beach, Fla., to perfect moves and toils many hours outdoors running, chopping wood and performing other
  tedious tasks to develop his physique. The six-foot-two, 200-pounder neither smokes, drinks, dances nor becomes seriously involved with girls. Single-mindedly, he has been aiming for boxing glory
  since he was twelve when he learned how to box so he could punch the nose of the thief who stole his bicycle. Weighing 89 pounds, Cassius made his amateur debut winning a split-decision in the
  featured bout of a Louisville television program hopefully called Champions of Tomorrow. Between the ages of twelve and eighteen, while struggling through high school with a D-minus
  average, he lost only eight of 108 amateur bouts. The momentum of his ambition carried Cassius to national Golden Gloves and Amateur Athletic Union light-heavyweight titles in 1959 and to the
  Golden Gloves heavyweight, A.A.U. light-heavyweight, and Olympic light-heavyweight championships in 1960.


  His Olympic success was like nectar attracting bees. Cassius accepted more than $400 worth of watches for all the members of the Clay family from Reynolds Metals Company Vice President Billy
  Reynolds, then rejected Reynoldss offer of a $20,000 bonus to sign because the contract included no plans for his future. Cassius and his attorney, Alberta Jones, also rejected managerial
  offers from Floyd Pattersons manager, Cus DAmato, boxers Pete Rademacher and Archie Moore. Finally, three days before his first professional fight in October 1960, Cassius came to
  terms with a group of 11 white multi-millionaires  nine from Louisville, the other two from New York and Plains, Va.


  Cassiuss unusual contract, brilliantly negotiated by Miss Jones, netted him a $10,000 bonus and the entire $2,000 proceeds of his first pro fight. Signed for six years, he receives 50 per
  cent of all his earnings the first four years and 60 per cent thereafter with the sponsors paying his expenses out of their share. During his first two development years, which ended in January, he
  was guaranteed a minimum annual salary of $4,000. Thereafter the fighter started drawing against his purses. For his own protection, 15 per cent of his salary was invested in US bonds and 15 per
  cent of all his earnings throughout the tenure of his contract goes in a trust fund (now more than $10,000) which he cannot touch until he is thirty-five or until he retires. His sponsors
  attorney, Gordon Davidson, reveals they are technically in the red, having spent about $40,000 so far for Cassiuss salary and expenses.


  When Cassius signed the 1960 contract he set for himself the goal of becoming boxings youngest heavyweight champion. For months he has complained to trainer Dundee: Dont
  give me those ducks. Theres nothing to beating a bum. Dundee admits he has been trying to sit on the youngsters ambition, explaining: Cassius has lots of
  time ahead of him. If it were up to me, Id book him against nothing but ordinary fighters for the next year and a half. Twenty-two, twenty-three, thats a good age to be challenging
  for the heavyweight title. But what can I do? He hollers, no ducks, no ducks, and his Louisville sponsors agree.

  
  William Faversham Jr., chairman of the sponsoring group which up to now has not tried to rush Cassius into a title bout, says because of the fighters ambition: I owe it to him to get him a fight with Liston next September. For if Cassius
  is to win the heavyweight championship by the time he is twenty-one, he must move swiftly. Patterson became champ at twenty-one; thirty-five days before his twenty-second birthday. Cassius has
  until Dec. 12, 1963, thirty-six days prior to his twenty-second birthday  to break Floyds record. This is the jet age. People are going to the moon, says boxings
  verbal astronaut. If you dont break a record, youre nothing. I want to be the youngest champ!


  

    
  


  God Save the King, God Save Boxing


  Bob Mee


  When Cassius Clay won his Olympic gold medal in 1960 in Rome, Floyd Patterson was world heavyweight champ. However, the uncrowned king of the heavyweight division was
  Charles Sonny Liston, a scowling ex-con with brutal power in both hands. After his second spell in prison in 1957, Liston had moved up the ranks in impressive style. With wins over
  contenders including Zora Folley, Cleveland Williams and Eddie Machen, Listons claim to a title shot was hard to dispute, but Pattersons manager Cus DAmato wanted no part of
  the hard-hitting challenger. Weary of accusations that he was ducking Liston, Patterson accepted the bout and the pair clashed in Chicago on 25 September, 1962. Most of the press and public were
  rooting for clean-cut, polite Patterson. They were to be disappointed. Bob Mee picks up the tale.


  Nearly 8,000 in the ultra-modern, carpeted, circular Las Vegas Convention Centre stood and cheered Patterson into the ring, then booed and yelled abuse at the heavyweight
  champion of the world. Rocky Marciano, Joe Louis and Billy Conn were announced to the crowd, then Cassius Clay shook hands with Patterson, went to cross the ring to Liston, then stopped and dashed
  out in mock fear  to applause and laughter.


  After both had pawed out jabs, Liston landed a short right hand to the body about ten seconds into the fight. Patterson seemed to feel it, moving away as soon as he could. Liston connected with
  a left jab. Patterson held. It was as if he were waiting for something bad to happen. He didnt have to wait long.


  A seven-punch burst, including a right uppercut that jerked Pattersons head back and almost seemed to take him off the floor, and at the fifty-second mark of round one, the challenger was
  down.


  After the mandatory eight count from referee Harry Krause, Patterson retreated, then held and spoiled, clinging to Listons right glove. Sonny belted him in the ribs with his free hand
  until Krause called break.


  As soon as Liston found the room, he marched forward, this time unleashing an unanswered burst of eleven blows, a final chopping right hand sending Patterson sprawling on the canvas. He hit the
  floor as the clock reached ninety-nine seconds. This time he was dazed, hurt and plainly demoralised, but he got up.


  Some vestige of pride made Patterson fire a right hand, but it missed, and Liston finished him off with two rights to the side of the head and a left hook to the jaw. There was no point in
  another count, but referee Krause went through the formality, completing it at an official time of two minutes ten seconds. Patterson had not landed a single punch. Then again, he had only thrown
  five  three jabs and two right hands.


  The condemnation of Pattersons pitiful challenge was pretty much universal. Lester Bromberg called him a mouse of a man. A bookmaker at The Dunes in Las Vegas, Sid Wyman,
  may or may not have had his own agenda, but was angry when he told writers: If he couldnt make a better fight, he shouldnt have gone through. It was an insult to the
  people.


  Patterson, wrote John Gold for the London Evening News, went down beneath a raging tide of human violence. It was a fight that should have been held in an abattoir not a sports
  arena packed with celebrities. At the end, Gold wrote:


  
    
      From some hole in the ring, up bobbed the irrepressible Clay, shouting and gesticulating and wrestling with the ring attendants as he tried to reach Liston. Clay gets his
      chance next. He will be fortunate if it isnt his comeuppance.

    

  


  No deal would be signed for Liston to defend against Clay until 5 November 1963, but even in July, when Liston destroyed Patterson again, everybody knew there was no other fight
  that mattered, that it had to happen.


  To roars of We Want Clay from the back of the hall, Cassius climbed into the ring and gave an interview. It was a disgrace to the boxing game, he said. It
  wasnt a heavyweight championship fight. It was just an eliminator to see whos going to fight me. After declaring himself tired of talking, he said Liston didnt have
  enough experience to deal with him. If the bum whips me, Ill leave the country.


  Clay said he was going to New York to cut an album for Columbia Records. Maybe after Liston, Ill go into the movies, he said, opening his eyes even wider. After all,
  Im the greatest actor there is.


  He anticipated boxing Liston in front of the biggest live crowd for a boxing match anywhere, bigger even than Dempsey and Tunney, then let his imagination loose:


  
    
      Im gonna make my entrance surrounded by beautiful queens wearing gowns that drag on the ground . . . Ill be wearing a crown on my head and a beautiful robe,
      like in Pharaohs days. One queen will take the crown from my head and place it gently on a silken pillow. Another queen will help me out of my robe. The others will be rubbing me down
      with cocoa butter and manicuring my nails. Thats what we need in boxing. Beautiful girls!

    

  


  Donald Saunders, in the Daily Telegraph, said: Listons biggest worry will not be losing the title but trying to find opponents who will be good enough to
  attract customers into arenas and tele vision theatres. Liston made a good point when he said there were no real contenders because he had beaten them all on the way up. Saunders felt
  American fans were missing out by refusing to accept him. He may not be the most likeable of world heavyweight champions but there have been, and still are, many people in boxing less
  deserving of sympathy and support.


  Joe Louis said: Nobody going to beat Liston except old age.


  Robert H. Boyle, in Sports Illustrated, wrote: Sonny Liston is still the heavyweight king. God save the king. God save boxing.


  At the post-fight press conference, Liston seemed initially reluctant, seemed to hesitate as if he wanted to leave. Willie Reddish called out: Ask the questions and get it over
  with.


  The first was a dumb one  Was this a better fight than the one in Chicago?


  Liston said: Didnt you see it?


  Liston said he would have finished Patterson even quicker but for the mandatory eight count, said it had me handcuffed.


  A New York columnist asked Liston, who had on a straw trilby, sports shirt and casual slacks: How does it feel to have made it after all these years of having nothing?


  There was a pause. Well, said the champion . . . and no more.


  The writer tried again: You know what I mean, ten years ago you were in the can and had nothing. Now youre on top of the world. Anything you want is yours. How does it
  feel?


  The past, the past, always the past.


  Liston stared back, let loose a slow smile and said: It feels pretty good . . . but sometimes there are too many people bothering me.


  When writers asked him whether he thought Patterson should retire, he turned the question around. Would you tell a bird he cant fly? he said.


  Was Patterson afraid of him? Liston grinned. Yes, I think he is. He gave me that hurt look.


  On the other side of a partition in the Convention Centres gold room, Patterson seemed like a man in a psychological trauma, like a man who was already so haunted by what had happened he
  wouldnt sleep for a year. He said he had no plans to retire. In Chicago and here, Liston showed hes a much better fighter than I am . . .


  Someone asked what he had planned to do in the fight.


  Try to make him miss and counter.


  Was Liston such a great fighter or had he developed a sensitivity to a punch?


  It could be a combination of both, said this painfully honest man. I wasnt afraid. Perhaps I should have been. I wasnt tense, although maybe I was a bit
  nervous. Liston was a better fighter than I thought he was.


  Someone asked what he planned to do now, perhaps a less direct slant on the retirement question.


  Im not in the picture any more. I prefer to fight my way up. I eliminated myself.


  After a couple of questions about details of what punch had nailed him, Patterson was asked if he planned to put on a beard again on the way out of the building.


  I do feel disgraced terrible . . . but there will be no beard, no moustache, no nonsense this time . . . and I came here so you wouldnt say I ducked out.


  There was some applause  and it was all over.


  Back in his half of the room Liston was asked about Cassius Clay.


  Who is Clay? It would take me one and a half rounds to catch him, the other to knock him out.


  Later that evening, Liston was enjoying his victory party when Clay walked in just to make him mad. He made his way through the crowd to Listons table and yelled at him:
  Youre just a sucker. My brother could have beaten Floyd Patterson.


  Liston indulged him. Come on over here and sit on my knee and finish your orange juice! They made as if to go for each other, were kept apart.


  People speculated that during his stay in Vegas Liston lost between $900 and $20,000 shooting dice.


  Financially, the breakdown of this briefest, most damning of mismatches was as follows:


  
    
      Attendance: 7,816


      Gross live gate: $286,180


      Estimated net gate: $260,000


      Estimated Liston share: (30%) $78,000


      Estimated Patterson share: (30%) $78,000

    

  


  Each fighter was also on 30 per cent of the theatre TV gate, which was estimated at $700,000, which meant $210,000 each.


  Given the nature of the charade, it was probably more than anybody could have expected.


  The lords of the Las Vegas casinos didnt care. A short fight meant punters were back on the tables sooner rather than later. Sin Citys love affair with the heavyweight championship
  of the world had begun.


  Barry Gottehrer, who was not a boxing writer but a New York political and social analyst, did his best to unravel what Liston was about:


  
    
      Servile before mobsters, he remains distrustful of most other people and feels  with good reason  that most writers are trying to crucify him. He feels secure
      only with his wife and, though childless, delights in the company and admiration of children.


      He would like to be liked, but, realistically, he is prepared to live with the boos and catcalls that greeted him when he entered and left the ring in Las Vegas.

    

  


  Liston had said: The public is not with me, I know, but theyll just have to swing along until somebody comes to beat me.


  Jim Murray, columnist for the Los Angeles Times, said: . . . the world of sport now realises it has gotten Charles (Sonny) Liston to keep. Its like finding a live bat on a
  string under your Christmas tree.


  In its December 1963 issue, Esquire magazine had a front cover photo of Sonny in a Santa Claus hat. A story circulated that for that shoot, which was in Las Vegas, Liston posed for just
  one photo in a room at a casino, then got up and walked away. The Esquire art director George Lois tried to stop him leaving and put his hand on Listons arm. Liston stood and stared
  at him; Lois removed his hand. In a panic, Lois asked Joe Louis for help. Joe found Liston shooting craps and brought him back.


  Two days after beating Patterson for the second time, Charles and Geraldine flew back to Denver, where they lived at 3395 Monaco Parkway, a four-bedroom house in an integrated neighbourhood.
  This time at the airport there were 1,500 people and the mayor and his wife. Liston was genuinely moved. I was thrilled, he said later. Its one of the nicest things that
  ever happened to me.


  Geraldine was pleased with their new life. Its really nice, you can hear the birds sing, she said.


  Sonny said he enjoyed Denvers clean air. No smoke, no smog, he said.


  His home phone number was ex-directory, but the phone in his car was in the Denver telephone book. He took to cutting his grass and riding a bicycle. He felt as if he could live like that for
  the rest of his life.


  

    
  


  Clay vs Cooper  The Louisville Lip Tastes Henrys Hammer


  John Cottrell


  One day in April, 1963, Warden E. V. Nash received an unexpected visitor behind the spiked walls of the Missouri State Penitentiary, Jefferson City. In a big white Cadillac,
  prisoner Old Boy No. 63723, better known as Sonny Liston, rolled up for a sentimental visit to the boxing school he had joined in 1950 when he was given a five-year sentence for armed robbery.
  Liston, who was paroled in 1952 and crowned world champion ten years later, declined an invitation to dine with prison officials. Instead, he joined the inmates lunching on chipped beef, potatoes,
  beans and milk. He found several of his old colleagues there, and they welcomed him like a famous old soldier at a regimental reunion.


  Sonny, seeming more at home there than in the plush hotels of Miami and New York, passed by his old cell and quipped: They should put a plaque in there. He popped in the prison
  barber shop for a short back-and-sides. I always got a good trimming here, he joked. Then he handed the convict barbers the biggest tip they had ever seen and drove away.


  It was all part of the Liston campaign to build up a new public image of a clean-living, good-humoured, reformed world champion. After capturing the heavyweight crown in September, 1962, he had
  promised to be a fighting champion, defending the world title twice, maybe three times a year. But for many months he saw the inside of more hospitals and orphanages than boxing rings
  and was photographed with such respectable citizens as then Vice-President Lyndon Johnson more often than with sparring partners. Fighting did not seem all that important; after all, many experts
  rated him the greatest heavyweight of the century. Hell be champion for five to seven years, said manager Jack Nilon. No one will touch him. I dont see anyone in
  sight.


  For the moment at least, Liston, the former social outcast, was doing a pretty good public relations job in presenting himself as a nice guy if not as an active champion. But not
  so Clay, now the second ranked contender for the heavyweight crown. By this time, the immature Clay had firmly established himself as Americas No. 1 Big Head. He had been hailed as the
  greatest attraction in boxing. He had made himself the most talked-of fighter in years and he had infused new life into the heavyweight division. But his disappointing showing against third-ranked
  Doug Jones had greatly diminished his reputation. Critics who had praised him in the past began to think again. Some concluded he lacked strength and stamina; almost unanimously they were agreed
  that he could not live in the same ring as Liston. Cassiuss plans to become the youngest-ever heavyweight champion had suffered their biggest set-back.


  Boxing generally suffered a severe body blow around the time of the ClayJones fight. It was in March, 1963, that world featherweight champion Davey Moore, after taking terrible punishment
  in defence of his title, fell into a deep coma and died three days later, thus sparking off a new outcry for boxing to be banned. That same month, the heavyweight championship was thrown into
  confusion by the curious news that Sonny Liston had damaged a knee  probably straining a ligament  while swinging a golf club for a freelance photographer. He would not, after all, be
  able to meet Floyd Patterson in the return bout scheduled for April 4th in Miami Beach Convention Hall. The fight was postponed until April 11th to allow the champion sufficient time to rest his
  knee; then it was put off for an indefinite period because, unexpectedly, he was still troubled by the injury.


  Under the terms of the much-criticised return match contract, Patterson had authority to name the date and site for the title bout, but Listons manager and business adviser, Jack Nilon,
  wanted the fight to be staged in Baltimore where he held concessions for the new sixteen million-dollar civic centre. Now, as weeks passed by, and wealthy Miami visitors began their winter
  migration, it became necessary to seek an alternative site. Miami had never been an attractive choice in end-of-the-season April, and possibly Patterson only insisted on that venue out of
  superstition, recalling that it was there, on March 13th, 1961, that he had defeated Johansson in the sixth round of their third meeting. Madison Square Garden, where Clay versus Jones had been a
  sell-out, was the obvious venue, but Liston was not eager to crawl to the New York Commission and beg for the licence which was refused him before he went to Comiskey Park, Chicago, on September
  25th, 1962, and clobbered the world champion in two minutes, six seconds. Baltimore was discussed again as a possibility. Finally, after lengthy negotiations, it was agreed that the big fight
  should be staged in Las Vegas in July, even though this desert gambling city had an arena with fewer than 8,000 seats.


  All these procrastinations seriously frustrated and finally killed Clays cherished ambition to become the youngest world heavyweight champion of all time. At the end of February, when he
  was training at Miamis Fifth Street Gym, he regularly visited Listons camp in an effort to lure the big bear into a fight. Liston laughed at Clays first
  prediction that he could beat the champion in six rounds. By the time of the sixth round, Ill be halfway through the victory celebrations. But at this time there did seem a
  remote chance that the moody champion might rise to the bait and accept a challenge after disposing of Patterson again.


  When the return fight was scheduled for July  and there was no guarantee that it would take place then  Clays chances of surpassing the record of Patterson, who had won the
  world title in November, 1956, at the age of twenty-one years ten months, faded considerably. Clays deadline was November, 1963, and his aim was to meet Liston in September, but he still had
  to prove himself a worthy contender for the title. Most fight experts at this time reckoned that Clay needed two more years experience to become ready to fight Liston, who would then be that
  much older and slower.


  While he remained undefeated, Clays prestige had fallen sharply as a result of his performance against Jones. He had failed to fulfil his prediction. He had failed to score a knock-out.
  He had failed to win over his sterner critics. On the other hand, as Clay saw his world title timetable delayed, he could secretly reflect how much grimmer the situation could have been if the
  points decision had gone against him in the Jones fight, as it might so easily have done but for his determined rally in the last two rounds. Defeat by Jones could have eclipsed Clays image
  as the most dazzling title prospect in the world and set back his championship campaign several years. In his own words, he would have had to get down on his knees, crawl across the ring, kiss the
  feet of Jones, call him the greatest and then catch the first plane out of the country. Instead, victory, however unconvincing, had put him in direct line of succession to the
  heavyweight crown, as the man seen as the natural challenger to the winner of the ListonPatterson return.


  With Liston unfit and Patterson all geared up to fight, a Clay  Patterson match was an obvious possibility. Moves to stage this meeting reached an advanced stage and it was agreed that
  Clay would have a 175,000-dollar guarantee and Patterson 200,000 dollars. But negotiations broke down when the Madison Square Garden Corporation refused to enter into a joint promotion with
  Pattersons backers. Then the second ListonPatterson fight was fixed for July and plans for a PattersonClay bout had to be shelved indefinitely.


  Tired of waiting for Patterson, Clay signed for his first professional fight overseas  against Henry Cooper, five years British and Empire heavyweight champion, winner of twenty-seven out
  of thirty-six bouts. For Cooper it provided a long-awaited opportunity to prove himself a deserving world title challenger. Several times before he had come within an ace of fighting for the
  championship only to miss the heavyweight gold-rush. In January, 1959, a PattersonCooper fight was mooted but negotiations broke down and the privilege went to Brian London, whom Cooper had
  only recently defeated on points in defence of his two titles. Luckless Cooper then had a long wait while Patterson and Johansson settled their title dispute, and in December, 1961, just when the
  prospects of meeting Patterson were bright again, Cooper blotted his copybook by taking a second round knock-out defeat by Zora Folley at Wembley Pool. Now, with time running out for the
  twenty-nine-year-old British champion, the attraction of a Clay match was considerable. The match was also another example of the shrewd planning of Clays progress. Everyone wanted a return
  fight with Jones, a bout regarded as a sure sell-out, but another long struggle with the lower-ranked New Yorker would scarcely have speeded Clays climb to the top.


  In meeting Cooper, fifth in the World Boxing Associations rankings after Liston, Patterson, Clay and Jones, the Louisville Lip was as confident as ever  almost too confident. He
  broke off training in Miami a full month before the bout, drove his Cadillac to Louisville where he stayed up late at night, worked on his poems and played Monopoly with local kids.
  Im tired of training to fight stiffs, he grumbled, all I want is a crack at Liston. Then he drove to New York, sometimes staying up to six oclock in the
  morning, and arranged to cut a disc of his verses. Following reports that Cooper had no wish to meet Liston at present, he asked: How can I be worried about a guy whos afraid to fight
  the Big Ugly Bear?


  In June, 1963, the Cassius Clay cyclone hit the shores of a Britain braced in readiness for the impact and prepared for anything after recently being rocked by the Profumo scandal. The British
  fans knew all about the Loudmouth. No one was surprised when he advertised himself as the uncrowned heavyweight champion of the world, offered his autograph for a 5 note, posed
  outside Buckingham Palace (a swell pad), went on training runs in stately Regent Street and Pall Mall, and then called at the outfitters to H.R.H. the Duke of Edinburgh and came away
  with a new bowler and red brocade cocktail jacket with a dragon motif. The fans were ready for the bombast, too. He declared: After five rounds Henry Cooper will think his name is Gordon
  Cooper; hell be in orbit. It aint no jive. Henry Cooper will go in five. But when Cassius tried working on his usual hate campaign, some sensitive Britons took extreme
  exception. They did not like to hear Our Enery, the quiet, likeable ex-plasterer, being called a tramp, a bum, and a cripple not worth training for.


  Cooper himself took it all good humouredly, knowing that Clay was only building up the gate for both of them. But BBC television interviewer David Coleman took Gaseous Cassius much too
  seriously. You talk too much, he told Clay during a live programme, and he proceeded to lecture him on the British view of good sporting behaviour. That was too much for the master of
  monologues. Offended, he groused, I dont have to be on your programme. Im leaving. And, true enough, he stormed out of the studio in the middle of the interview. Later
  he threatened to go home for a week to cool down and complained, The English people dont understand me.


  During his two weeks in England, Cassius worked as hard as ever on building up the fight. He Rolls-Royced to a boxing promotion in Nottingham, climbed into the ring with a great placard:
  Round Five. He held press conferences (to which one newspaper sent its drama critic). He attracted a record 2,000 crowd to the televised weigh-in at the London Palladium. Clay
  borrowed the dressing room of singer Susan Maughan and came on stage signalling Five. Cooper joined in the show by plucking a hair from the Kentuckians chest.


  It was an unforgettable big fight occasion at Wembley Stadium, with the noisy entrance of Liz Taylor and Richard Burton and the 55,000 crowd singing in the rain to the music of the Coldstream
  Guards. Then, heralded by six trumpeters, came the two gladiators. From one side emerged the British champion, wearing a blue and white gown, simply marked Henry Cooper, England. From
  the other came the Kentucky rooster in a 25, London tailored red and white satin gown emblazoned with the words, Cassius Clay the Greatest. Perched at a jaunty angle on his
  head was a magnificent crown.


  How gallant Henry raised British hopes that cold, rainy night, the 148th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. Cooper, eight years older and 22 lb. lighter than his rival, surprised Clay by
  opening fast and furious. The American, fighting at his heaviest ever weight of 207 lb., was forced to hold on and earned an admonishment from a finger-wagging referee. Henry was really aggressive.
  He forced Clay back against the ropes, and more than once Mighty Mouth looked appealingly at the referee when he was hit at the end of a break. Now he was bleeding slightly from the nose for the
  first time in his career.


  They were evenly matched in the second round, with Clay carrying the fight to Cooper and jabbing much more effectively. Then poor Henry was hit by his old hoodoo  a cut had opened beside
  his left eye. With vision blurred, he bravely attacked in the third while Clay began toying with him contemptuously, dropping his hands and dancing teasingly around him. Between rounds Bill
  Faversham shouted to trainer Dundee to instruct Clay to cut out this exhibition of bad taste and fight properly. But in the fourth round, though carrying his hands higher, Cassius was again showing
  off unnecessarily, taunting his crimson-faced opponent, using only his feet to elude him, even taking the grave risk of leading with his right. Finally he swayed once too often  smack into
  the arc of Coopers big left hook.


  To the screaming delight of the fans, proud, arrogant, bombastic Clay was dumped unceremoniously on the seat of his pants. It was only the second time in his professional career that he had been
  put down, Sonny Banks having achieved the distinction in 1962, also with a left hook. All Wembley now roared for Humble Henry to thrash Gaseous Cassius, but it was too late in the round for him to
  follow up his unexpected advantage. Clays pride was hurt more than his jaw; shaken, he rose at four, just before the bell brought respite. After round one, Dundee had observed a tiny slit
  between the thumb and fingers of his boxers right glove. Now, by choosing this moment to complain about it, he shrewdly gained Clay an extra thirty seconds rest while officials searched in
  vain for a spare pair of gloves. Those extra seconds could have been vital for his man to regain his full senses. As it happened, Clay did not need more than a minute to recover from that left
  hook. It was now time for the prophet to keep his word  Cooper in five. He threw off his casual approach, came out mean and determined, and revealed his superb combination
  punching as he rocked the Englishman with his first blow and then relentlessly hammered his grotesquely blood-stained opponent with both fists. Henry fought on bravely, hopelessly. One eye closed
  and slow-footed, he was taking so much punishment that the fans, including Liz Taylor, were yelling Stop it. London referee Tommy Little duly obliged after one minute fifteen seconds
  of the round. The fights over, chum, he told the dogged Englishman. Cooper shrugged and, as he climbed out of the torture pit, he cracked: We didnt do so bad for
  a bum and a cripple, did we?


  Cassius was more polite in victory. He had called the round correctly once again, but he refused to redoff his splendid crown. Coopers no longer a bum, he said. He
  hit me harder than anybody else I have met. I underestimated him. But he explained that he had turned his eyes towards Cleopatra (Elizabeth Taylor) at the time he was caught by Henrys
  haymaker, having been distracted by her cries of Stop it. Cooper, the placid realist, had no excuses. Our Enery simply stated the cold facts: E said
  e would, and e did it, and thats ow it goes. It cant be elped.


  The fight did not raise Clays standing as a boxer. His old defensive faults were more glaring than ever. But he had conducted such a brilliantly daring publicity campaign and had been so
  shrewdly managed that his claims for a world title fight could no longer be ignored. After the Cooper battle, the Louisville Lip had a surprise visitor to his dressing room  Listons
  manager, Jack Nilon. We want you bad in September, Cassius, said Nilon, taking another victory over Patterson in July for granted. Ive come 3,500 miles to get your
  okay. The site would probably be Philadelphias 100,000-seat Municipal Stadium on September 30th.


  Though his own management preferred him to wait a year, Clay assured Nilon that he would fight if the price is right. After two and a half years of professional boxing, after only
  nineteen paid bouts, the strutting twenty-one-year-old pretender to Listons throne was just one step away from the world crown. And there was still time for him to beat Pattersons
  record as the youngest heavyweight champion.


  

    
  


  PART 2

  SONNY


  

    
  


  Legacies


  Reg Gutteridge


  
    
      The press almost uniformly portrayed Liston as an ogre, but British sports commentator Reg Gutteridge saw beyond Listons fearsome, scowling front. The following is
      from Gutteridges autobiography and provides an insight into Listons character away from the ring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Teach us delight in simple things,


          And mirth that has no bitter springs.


          RUDYARD KIPLING

        

      

    

  


  Sadly, like Dad and Uncle Jack, Mum also died before her time, at the age of sixty-one. She lived long enough to experience the joy of having grandchildren  my daughters
  Sue and Sally were six and three when Mum passed away.


  Having to live with nothing but boxing, wrestling, dog racing and football chatter all her married life, she was delighted to be able to indulge herself in some girl talk, at last, with Connie
  and the babies.


  As for me, and more importantly for my artificial leg, it meant that there was no need for me to make excuses that I was unable to get down on my knees and nag them to keep their chins tucked in
  behind the left lead or teach them to hook off the jab, as I imagined I would have had to if they had been boys.


  I decided that the best way for them to get used to the fact that their old man had a wooden leg was to laugh about it, especially as I invariably took it off indoors and they were always having
  to shift it around like a piece of furniture when they were helping their mother with the housework.


  In fact, they both became quite attached to it. Never more so than when we were on holiday and the leg became a status symbol to go with the bucket and spade.


  The girls favourite beach game, when they were toddlers, was to bury the artificial limb in the sand with the false foot sticking up and then to submerge me far enough away for them to
  tell any passer-by who was interested that I was a daddy longlegs.


  There was one incident, when they were still children that did shock them a bit and embarrassed them even more. That was when the bloody thing fell off in the street and Connie had to shove it
  in her shopping bag.


  It was not just any old street, either, it was on a main drag in Gibraltar. I had splashed out to take us all on a cruise aboard the Canberra. We were all indulging in some sightseeing
  ashore when I heard this tearing noise coming from inside my trousers. The flesh coloured gauze surrounding the wood, or more accurately the hard cork, had ripped as the lower leg came away from
  its moorings and the foot fell off into the roadway.


  It was the one and only time this type of accident ever happened to me, so we were all a bit flustered. I had to hop to the nearest wall and perch on it while we tried to cover up our collective
  embarrassment. Connie popped the offending leg in the bag she had been hoping to fill with souvenirs.


  Some people who had been on the ship with us were close behind when this mishap occurred. One of them, a woman, who had previously had no idea that I was handicapped, asked me whether she should
  send for a doctor. I replied: Not really, thank you, my dear, but I could do with a carpenter, just as long as its not Harry. By this time the girls were bent double with
  laughter and this kind woman was able to take them off our hands while Connie and I retreated back to the ship in a cab. As I hopped up the gangway, the Master at Arms gave us an old-fashioned
  bemused look, as he hadnt noticed a one-legged passenger until now.


  As for the girls they experienced the satisfying thrill of learning to swim in the pool on that ship so the last thing on their minds at that exciting time for them was old daddy longlegs.


  Outside of the family, I decided the best way to cope with one leg was to tell as few people as possible about it, so that it did not become a source of boring conversation.


  Ive resolved to indulge myself just a little on these pages in the knowledge that after fifty-eight years of living with it Ive paid my dues and am entitled to cash in at last.


  As Im told by my most ferocious critic  her indoors  this is the only story that still makes her grin. Ill begin these few shaggy leg stories with the one about Sonny
  Liston.


  Ill have more to say about Charles Sonny Liston as a boxer and a man later, but suffice it to say, that anyone who can remember him will surely agree with me that, as
  monsters go, he made even made Mike Tyson look like a choirboy.


  Against all the odds and certainly against my better nature, Sonny and I became genuine buddy boys. He was, if you can be persuaded to believe this, a bully with a soft centre. He possessed that
  precious gift of sometimes being able to laugh at himself, although you had to be very careful when choosing your moment.


  I usually pick my friends on the what-you-see-is-what-you-get basis, as is most definitely the case with a gentleman like Henry Cooper. But, if you had the time, opportunity and
  patience to look for it, there was a rough charm beneath that well-rehearsed Liston scowl. So much so that I felt the need to go and pay my respects at Sonnys Las Vegas grave when he met his
  untimely and mysterious end.


  His was the introduction from hell. He was attired in, of all things, a kilt. He was in Scotland on a tour of Britain at the time. Sonny told anyone who would listen that his Scottish hosts had
  only put the sporran on him to cover up his lunch box and so prevent the local ladies getting killed in the rush to take a closer look at him.


  Instead of shaking hands with me at that, our first social meeting, he flicked his enormous fingers at my unmentionables and as I bent double with pain, he drawled: Take a bow.
  Then he gave out a great belly laugh. When I had recovered my composure enough to tell him that I did not think it was funny and that I would have to go to the mens room to inspect the
  swelling that was already growing, he just grinned again and said: Mention my name and theyll give you the best seat.


  Our jobs meant that we were destined to see a lot of each other. My chance for revenge came one night in a hotel bar when we were resting between engagements and were both, to coin a well-worn
  cockney phrase, slightly Brahms and Liszt.


  Milking his bogeyman image for all it was worth, Sonny suddenly said to me: Why is it that you white guys think black guys look like gorillas?


  Come on, I protested, Ive never said anything like that in my life. I did not realise he was setting me up for another of his favourite party tricks. And for
  winning a bet which, as a notorious gambling man, he was very partial to, of course.


  Bullshit, man, rasped Sonny, youre just like all the other white guys, you think us blacks are just big hairy apes. Well, Im issuing you a challenge here and
  now  Ill bet you any money you like that youve got more hairs on your goddam leg than I have. So, come on, put your money on the table and roll up your trousers.


  For the sake of my health, I went easy on him and only bet a tenner. Then I slowly rolled up my left trouser leg and exposed the hairless imitation in all its temporary glory.


  Sonny called me, among other things, a cork-legged limey son-of-a-bitch but laughed heartily and paid up.


  Between that meeting and our next he had other more pressing matters on his mind, such as a possible upcoming fight with Cassius Clay, for instance. By the time we came into contact again, he
  had forgotten that earlier betting skirmish.


  On this occasion and in this particular hotel bar we happened to be drinking together again and I was addressing him as Charles in a phony upper-crust English accent, as I always
  did, when Sonny suddenly said: You Brits are a bunch of faggots. All you got is horizontal heavyweights.


  Game for another life, I got lippy and said: Your tough guy act is so much bullshit. As old as I am I could show you what a real tough guy looks like. Ive got $50 that says
  Im tougher than you.


  Astonished, intrigued and decidedly forgetful Sonny pulled out his $50 and covered mine, saying: What you gonna do little guy  arm wrestle me?


  His mouth dropped open when I rolled up my trouser, took an ice pick out of the drinks bucket and began plunging it into what he thought was my bare leg.


  It was only after ten stabs that he suddenly remembered who I was. He was so taken with me this time that every time I saw him subsequently he would beg me for an encore so that he
  could win some easy money from some other sucker. Poor old Sonny never lived long enough to enjoy many more party tricks, his own or anyone elses.


  These fun and games backfired on me, too. I had to go back to Roehampton Limb Fitting Centre to have the leg repaired. It looked as though a woodpecker had been at it.


  The leg legacy that affords me most pride, however, came when I applied for life insurance in middle age and was sent by the insurance company to be examined by Dr Adrian Whiteson in Upper
  Wimpole Street. By coincidence, Adrian is chief medical officer for the British Boxing Board of Control, which means he and I have been friends for years.


  He was astonished to discover that I was one leg short of a full set and, like so many other people who knew me well professionally, he had no inkling of my handicap.


  I still thank my lucky stars that I was not wounded at Waterloo under Wellington. From my laymans knowledge of history it is more than probable that
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