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Introduction

Cassius Clay Jr. The Greatest. The Louisville Lip. The People’s Champion. Muhammad Ali. All are names for one of the greatest boxers of all time. Muhammad Ali lived a life that produced some of the most notable boxing matches ever. He also had battles outside of the boxing ring—battles that included fighting with the federal government for his freedom as well as fighting against his debilitating Parkinson’s disease.


Ali had many different roles to play in life. He was a great boxer, an activist, a husband, a father, and a philanthropist. He held several championship titles, earned a gold medal in the Olympics, was named “Sportsman of the Century” by Sports Illustrated, and was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

If there’s one thing that can be said about the life of Muhammad Ali, it’s that it was interesting. It came with ups and downs. The high moments were very high, but some of the low moments were really quite low. This was a man who left his mark on everything he touched. With good reason, he often referred to himself as “The Greatest.” From beginning to end, Muhammad Ali’s 74 years on this Earth will likely never be forgotten.





Chapter One

Growing up in the Jim Crow South

“Boxing was just a means to introduce me to the world.”

—Muhammad Ali

Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr., the boy who would later become known as Muhammad Ali, was born on January 17, 1942, to parents Cassius Marcellus Clay Sr. and Odessa Grady Clay. He was raised in Louisville, Kentucky at a time when racism was running rampant through the American South. Clay Jr. experienced systematic segregation and racism himself at times, which most likely planted the seed that led him to start boxing at an early age. The fight was in him—he just needed training to channel his energy into something productive.

When Clay was quite young, he went to buy a drink of water from a local store. The worker in the shop would not, however, give the boy any water. Young Clay quickly realized that he was denied water because of his skin color. Clay’s mother, Odessa, later remarked that this event “really affected him.” This early act of racism in Clay’s life served to light a fire in him—a fire which would eventually lead him to become a champion of the civil rights movement during the 1960s.

Another incident in 1955 laid the groundwork for Clay’s journey toward his role as a social activist. A teenage boy from Chicago was killed during a visit to Money, Mississippi. The teenager, Emmett Till, was accused of whistling at a white woman in a flirtatious manner. When the woman’s husband found out, he and his half-brother kidnapped Till and brutally tortured and murdered him. The two men were tried for the heinous crime, but with an all-white male jury, they were acquitted of all charges. Clay was deeply affected by Till’s murder and the injustice that followed it. He and his friend ended up vandalizing a rail yard to get their anger out.

These blatant displays of racism added fuel to the fire for the young aspiring athlete—fuel that would help to push him as a boxer in the ring and an inspirational activist outside the ring.

 


Chapter Two

Olympic Gold Medalist

“This is the legend of Cassius Clay, the most beautiful fighter in the world today.”

—Muhammad Ali

One criminal act, perpetrated by what was probably another teenager, may have led to one of the most notable athletic careers of all time. In 1954, Clay Sr. gave his son a brand-new Schwinn bike. Just after Clay received this precious gift from his father, it was stolen. Clay was furious. He happened to be in the vicinity of a police officer, to whom he angrily exclaimed, “I’m gonna whup whoever stole my bike!” The police officer, a man named Joe Martin, told Clay that if he was going to whup anybody he needed to learn how to fight first. So that’s exactly what he did.

Joe Martin, who doubled as a boxing coach, was the manager of Columbia Gym and rec center which specialized in boxing throughout the week. Walking into the gym did something amazing for then 12-year-old Clay. He explained in his autobiography, “The sights and sounds and the smell of the boxing gym excited me so much that I almost forgot about the bike.” It was as if something awakened in Clay that day. Before Clay left the gym, officer Martin stopped him to say, “By the way, we got boxing every night, Monday through Friday, from 6 to 8. Here’s an application in case you want to join the gym.”

Not long after this encounter, Clay joined the gym and started training with Martin and a local boxing trainer named Fred Stoner. Before he started training at Columbia Gym, Clay had never even tried on a pair of boxing gloves. Once he did, he was eager to learn everything he could about the sport. Martin wasn’t a professional boxing trainer, but he was able to teach Clay enough to get him started in his boxing career. He liked that Clay was “sassy,” and he saw that this kid outworked all of the other boys. After only six months of training, Clay debuted in his first boxing match. At the mere age of 12, he won the fight by split decision. This was the very beginning of what would end up being a world-class career in boxing.

From there, Martin coached Clay through a few light-heavyweight Golden Gloves tournaments for novices. Clay boxed in these tournaments for three years, from 1956 to 1959, before he finally won one and was named the Golden Gloves Champion for the first time. After that, the young fighter won five additional Kentucky Golden Gloves Championships. Clay also won the Amateur Athletic Union’s national title twice in the light-heavyweight division during this period.

In 1960, Clay turned 18 years old. Still under the watchful eye of Joe Martin, Clay was chosen to go to the Olympics in Rome. This was, of course, a great opportunity to be seen on a worldwide stage. However, Clay had a terrible fear of flying and came close to missing his chance in the Olympics because of his paralyzing phobia. In the end, he made it through the flight by insisting he be allowed to bring a parachute on board the plane with him. Luckily he managed to board the plane because on September 5, 1960, Cassius Clay beat Zbigniew Pietrzykowski from Poland and received the Olympic Gold Medal for the light-heavyweight boxing division.

The 18-year-old made quite the impact during his time in Rome, even being dubbed “The Mayor of Olympic Village.” Media outlets were all abuzz with the name Cassius Clay Jr. Sports Illustrated had comments about his abilities, saying he had “supreme confidence” and moved with “intricate dance steps.” Clay was now known all around the world.

It was after the gold medal win in the Olympics that Clay went professional with his boxing. Some businessmen provided him the backing to do so, and his famous career took off. And not only did his status as an amateur boxer change, but his name would soon change too.

 


Chapter Three

Becoming the Greatest

“It’s a lack of faith that makes people afraid of meeting challenges, and I believe in myself.”

—Muhammad Ali

Cassius Clay started off his professional career with a bang, winning his first 19 fights. Noteworthy early fights include Ali’s win against the longest reigning world light heavyweight champion, veteran Archie Moore, in 1962, and the fight against heavyweight contender Doug Jones in 1963. By late 1963, it was becoming clear that Ali would soon be given the chance to win his first championship belt.

On February 25, 1964, Clay took on heavyweight champion Sonny Liston in Miami with odds of 7-1 against him. The fight was highly anticipated and dubbed to be “the fourth greatest fight of the century” by Sports Illustrated. When Liston gave in at the beginning of the seventh round, Cassius Clay was named the Heavyweight Champion of the World for the first time. Liston had been badly beaten in the sixth round, and it was clear he was being dominated by young Clay. Clay was now the top boxer in the world at age 22 and the youngest boxer ever to have taken a world championship title from a reigning heavyweight champion.

Another big change came after Clay’s win over Liston. Even though Clay had been raised Baptist by his devoutly Christian mother, he had been attending Muslim meetings for some years. At these meetings, Clay had met a very famous social activist, Malcolm X. After his match against Liston, Clay was officially brought into the Nation of Islam by Malcolm X who also became his mentor at that time. Along with his membership in the NOI, Cassius Clay decided to change his name. On March 6, 1964, he announced to the world that his name was now Muhammad Ali.

Ali’s friendship with Malcolm X only lasted a few weeks longer. After that, Malcolm left the NOI. Ali, however, would be a lifelong member. His new name wasn’t met with much enthusiasm at first. For the most part, journalists refused to acknowledge the name change in their publications. Howard Cosell, an American sports journalist, was about the only person who did recognize the boxer as Muhammad Ali right away. Eventually, though, the whole world would be forced to become familiar with Muhammad Ali.

In 1966, Ali fought Cleveland Williams to defend his world championship title. The fight, which drew a record-breaking crowd, didn’t last long, only into the third round. Ali had knocked Williams down a couple of times already. Then, only about one minute into the third round, Ali knocked Williams out again, ending the match. A famous photograph from this fight shows a triumphant Muhammad Ali, standing with his gloves raised above his head in total celebration. Underneath Ali in the photo is a knocked-out Williams with his arms spread out wide on the mat. The story of the fight is told entirely through that one simple picture.

In February of 1967, Ali famously fought Ernie Terrell at the Astrodome. That fight attracted a huge amount of media attention because of the incessant taunting that Terrell subjected Ali to before the fight took place. It had been years since Ali had changed his name, but Terrell kept calling him by his given name of Clay. This infuriated Ali and only ended up boosting his determination to win. Ali was known to taunt and talk a big game before his boxing matches. This time the tables were turned, and Ali became intent on humiliating Terrell to make him eat his words. “I want to torture him. A clean knockout is too good for him,” Ali said before the game.

Just as he had planned, Ali punished Terrell with combos and jabs through seven rounds. After that, people could hear Ali shouting through the rest of the fight, “What’s my name?” Needless to say, Ali won that fight. He proved too that you probably shouldn’t taunt the “Louisville Lip” like that—especially if you can’t back up your words in the ring.

 

