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Acclaim for AT HOME WITH MUHAMMAD ALI

‘This book is an amazing insight into an incredible man.’ Lorraine Kelly

‘To millions of fans his reputation went beyond the boxing ring. In At Home With Muhammad Ali, Hana Ali tells what it was like to grow up with the most legendary name in sport. [The book] vividly evokes an Ali who is barely recognisable as the cocky, complicated boxer and incendiary political figure depicted in obituaries. Instead, Hana fleshes out the Ali of his later years … She presents her father as a funny, doting family man who looks for ways to bring joy to ordinary people. Ultimately, his final victory is his greatest: coming to terms with this illness after realising that it was the one opponent he would never beat.’ The Times

‘How wonderful, after decades of thoughtful but at-a-distance portraits of Muhammad Ali, we have this exquisite and movingly intimate one. His daughter, Hana, has permitted us all to fill out – with love – our own sense of the real man behind all the mythology. This is a hugely important addition to our understanding of the Greatest of All Time.’ Ken Burns, filmmaker

‘A famous man will be viewed one way by the public. Another by his wife. Another by his children. Hana brings together these vantage points – and allows everyone to see Muhammad Ali in a new light.’ Larry King

‘Only Hana could have written this extraordinary memoir. She had a special bond with our father, unlike anyone else. People always think that I was daddy’s girl because I followed him into the boxing ring, but she was actually the one! This book is one of a kind, full of wisdom and heart which comes to life on these pages.’ Laila Ali

‘Intimate … Moving … [This] memoir charts Hana’s treasured memories of a man hailed as one of the first global superstars of sport.’ Sunday Mirror

‘Ali crafts a compassionate and intimate memoir of life with her father … tender … heartfelt.’ Publishers Weekly

‘Muhammad Ali was one of my greatest inspirations. This outstanding, compelling work shows that family is a man’s most important asset, while revealing the power of familial love – and a beautiful, special relationship between father and daughter.’ Steve Harvey

‘Muhammad Ali was a gift to the whole world because he celebrated everyone’s humanity. During my boxing career, I fought him like a devil. But to this day I love him as a brother. In At Home with Muhammad Ali, page after page I’m reminded of his greatness and his love for all.’ George Foreman

‘Hana Ali adds a new leaf to the tree of remembrance for Muhammad Ali.’ Thomas Hauser

‘This book is filled with golden nuggets about this great man that you could never find anywhere else because only Hana Ali is in the position to share them – and she does with all her heart. What an emotional undertaking, in which Hana rose to the challenge.’ Cal Fussman

‘Hana has brought to life all of the love, joy, and complexities of our lives at our home on Fremont Place. Her moving words made me laugh and cry. Her father would be as proud of her as I am.’ Veronica Porche

‘Hana Ali has authored a unique and precious view of her famous father, an intimate and revealing portrait that complements all we know of the “greatest”. Flashbacks to her childhood with her father and a narrative of their later years are deftly interwoven. A delightful read that exceeds her promise to present a candid, untold family legacy.’ Herb Boyd




Also by Hana Ali

More Than a Hero

The Soul of a Butterfly

Ali on Ali




For my ineffable father, the love of my life.

“If tears could build a stairway and memories

were a lane, I would walk right up to heaven

and bring you back again …”
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INTRODUCTION

Nothing inspires like love: love for life, love for our family and friends, love for our husbands or wives, and love for our parents and our children. It is love that makes the pain worth bearing, the heart worth chancing, and love that saves us after we’ve risen and fallen, only to rise and fall again. As the great romances of our time—A Farewell to Arms, Doctor Zhivago, The Notebook, The Great Gatsby, The Bridges of Madison County—eternally express, love is all-consuming.

It’s been said that my father is one of the most written-about people in the world. As the chronicles continue to grow, the deepest, and most essential, essence of his spirit is still largely unknown.

My father once said: “I’ve been an actor my entire life. I wrote my own lines. I directed my own scenes. I starred in my own plays. I sold my own legend!” Have you ever wondered what happened after the curtain fell, the final song, and the last bow? Have you ever wondered what went on behind the scenes, in the everyday private life of, arguably, the world’s most famous man? What dreams he planned, what fears he endured, or the kind of parent he was to his nine children?

This is a love story. About a husband and the wife he lost, a father and the children he adored, and a man and the world that admires him. It is also the tale of a little girl and her adventures with her beloved father—the joy and laughter, the pain and sorrow—and the memories of her childhood home. Brought together here, through a confluence of audio recordings, love letters, diaries, and family photos, this memoir paints a candid portrait of Muhammad Ali’s untold family legacy.

We all know about the eighteen-year-old Olympic gold medalist who went on to become the world’s greatest champion, winning the heavyweight title for the first time at the age of twenty-two. With his quick wit, remarkable confidence and dazzling speed, he danced rings around his opponents while rhyming and predicting the rounds in which they would fall.

You’ve probably read about his religious conversion, when he changed his name to Muhammad Ali, and the stand he took refusing to fight in the Vietnam War on religious and moral grounds. Before entering the induction room on the morning of April 28, 1967, he was offered deals—told that he could perform boxing exhibitions and never see the battlefield—but he refused to compromise his principles. When the hour of truth arrived, and the name Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. was called at the induction center, Muhammad Ali stood perfectly still. He knew in advance there would be consequences, and he was ready to pay the price of freedom.

Never wavering in his resolve, he would be unjustly stripped of his heavyweight title, banned from boxing, fined thousands of dollars, sentenced to five years in prison, and have his passport revoked. He lost three and a half of his prime fighting years, then on June 28, 1971, the Supreme Court unanimously overturned his conviction. And we all know about his return to glory and the legendary fights that followed.

In the late 1970s my father began making a series of audiotapes, mostly in our Los Angeles home. He chronicled nearly a hundred hours of memories and conversations on various topics and issues. My father always had his own way of doing things. His audio diaries are his unique efforts at recording his own legacy.

“If anyone is wondering why I, Muhammad Ali, am making these tapes, it’s because history is so beautiful. And, at the time we’re living, we don’t always realize it …”

Someone once told me my father is like an impressionist painting—a beautiful, complex work of art. Up close, you can see the brushstrokes, the fine details, but you need to step back to see the whole canvas.

In these pages, which link the golden and sometimes shadowy barriers between the past and present, I offer you this unique gift: a glimpse deep into my father’s heart. When observing him closely, you may find that sometimes his colors clash and contradict one another, but they never overshadow his natural light—his true nature.

To know the spirit of the Man, Muhammad Ali, and understand his heart and mind, you must walk the path he traveled and experience the overwhelming responsibilities he felt. While no book can recapture the magic, nor the inspiration, of his entire life, I hope At Home with Muhammad Ali will personify and extend his spirit—and show my father as he truly was: a remarkable human being with extraordinary qualities and human flaws. More importantly, a gentle father, patient and caring, with a heart purer than most will ever know.

Many athletes, and men in general, have reputations for being absent fathers. They have children they’ve never seen or taken financial responsibility for. It’s important to my father’s legacy that the world knows how much his children meant to him and how hard he worked to keep us united. How he remained friendly with all his ex-wives and was exceptionally generous when the relationships ended. You learn a lot about a person’s character by observing the way they handle their mistakes. My father wasn’t perfect, nobody is, but he owned up to his responsibilities. He never pointed fingers or made excuses for himself. He always provided for his children and our mothers. He is a father who adored his kids. Everything he did was for the livelihood of his family.

The prevailing questions asked of my siblings and me over the years are “How does it feel having Muhammad Ali as a father?” and “What was he like at home?”

I was born on August 6, 1976, the eldest of two daughters from my father’s third marriage to Veronica Porche. It’s been an incredible and adventurous experience, but as you will see, growing up Muhammad Ali’s child wasn’t always pain-free.

Like any family, we’ve had ups and downs, sorrows and regrets, happy and unpleasant memories. The difference is we had to share our dad with one another, and the world.

My father had Maryum (May May), Rasheda, Jamillah, and Muhammad Jr. with his second wife, Belinda Boyd. He had Laila and me with his third wife, Veronica Porche, and two children, Miya and Khaliah, with women he was never married to, Pat and Aaisha. In 1989, he and his widow, Lonnie, adopted a son. Asaad was born long after my father made his recordings, so he isn’t mentioned often in this book, but Asaad is an important part of his heart and legacy.
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Dad never had children with his first wife, Sonji Roi, who once said to his eldest daughter, Maryum, “You should have been mine.”

Although, as his children, our stories differ, and each of our experiences is unique, we share this in common: throughout our lives, our father showered us with unconditional love and affection. I often told my dad he was the eighth wonder of the world. He was complicated in so many ways, yet simple in others. In his ability to show both compassion and forgiveness, he stood uniquely alone. As writer Steven Leckart once said to me, he witnessed the worst in people and still somehow retained the best in himself. In my eyes, he will always be the measure of greatness.

He was an Olympic gold medalist, a three-time World Heavyweight Champion, a conscientious objector, an Ambassador of Peace, and a hostage negotiator. He has ignited the Olympic cauldron and received the Presidential Medal of Freedom; now loved and admired for the same reasons he was once despised and scorned, he’s lived the life of a hundred men. Yet the role he cherished most was being a father.

“Khaliah,” he said to my sister when she was six years old, “when you were a little girl you would never talk to me, you would just hang up the phone … How old are you now, Khaliah?”

“I’m in the first grade … Daddy, I saw your picture in the store window.”

“What kind of picture was it?”

“You were smiling …”

When people achieve great success, something in their lives has to suffer. For Dad, it was him and his children. The demands of his career often kept him away from home. He missed out on a lot of the special little moments, like first steps, first words, and first days of school. With eight children from four different relationships, living in four different states, he could not be physically present for us all. Some of my siblings saw him more often on television than in person and spoke to him mostly over the telephone.

“Daddy, guess what?” continued Khaliah. “There was a boy at school and he said you were ugly, and I said, ‘My daddy’s BEAUTIFUL!’ And he said he can beat you up, and I said, ‘No, you can’t!’ And guess what? I did.”

“What did you do?”

She paused, as if considering. “Nah, I can’t tell.”

“Did you slap him?”

“How did you know?!”

“I was just guessing—you didn’t slap that boy?”

“Yes, I did!”

“No, you didn’t!”

“Yes, I did!”

“Then what did you say to him?”

“I told him my daddy’s ‘The Greatest’!”

We each had a unique relationship with our dad—though we all felt the sting of missing him when he was away, and the ache of having to say goodbye when our parents separated. The happy memories outweigh the unpleasant by far, and we’re left only with an incredible feeling of gratitude and appreciation for our remarkable father.

I’ve edited the recordings in this book for readability, not content. And I have changed some names for anonymity. I hope people will enjoy and recognize this document for what it is: an honest and intimate glimpse into the daily life of an imperfect, yet remarkable, human being. It reveals the life of a man who loved using his fame for good and making people smile. A man who lived his life openly, welcoming and friendly to everyone. A man who had the foresight to know his invaluable tape recordings would be cherished. And a man who, as his voice began to diminish, recorded every word for his family and posterity. As with all great portraits, to fully appreciate its depth and beauty both the light and shade are necessary.

When I started this book, my father was living, but he is no longer of this world. To hear his old, familiar voice, to experience him in his everyday home life, is an invaluable gift I wish to share, in written word, with the world to which he has always partly belonged.

In life, we all have parts to play. As this book will show, my father had many roles. The legend of his love will carry on for generations without end, and his voice will become a living memory. Like the enduring words of the world’s greatest writer William Shakespeare, “So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, so long lives this, and this gives life to thee.”
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Time is somewhat of a mystery;
we often get caught up in its history.

—Muhammad Ali, letter to Veronica, 1985




PROLOGUE

There are love stories that get lost in the sphere of time, that can be seen through the looking glass of a thousand stars. This is one of them. It began with a gift, a gift that was safely tucked away in an old weathered briefcase, collecting dust in the corner of a basement. In the company of old trophies, awards, and boxing memorabilia, its golden messages whispered in the dark, waiting patiently for the years to pass so they may fulfill their purpose. Then, one quiet evening, a trembling yet steady hand reached for the case, dusted it off, and carried it upstairs. Beneath a soft light, Muhammad Ali carefully opened it. He took out an old audio recording and put it into the tape player. Then he closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair, and listened to his old, familiar voice and the sound of his children’s laughter …

“This is Muhammad Ali at 55 Fremont Place, January 5, 1980. The time is 11 a.m., in Los Angeles. I’m chasing Hana and Laila …”

At eleven o’clock in the morning, around the corner from a guarded entrance to an exclusive residential enclave stood a beautiful white, rococo mansion. A tan-and-brown Rolls-Royce Corniche convertible sat in the driveway. To the left was a furnished patio, to the right a flight of steps leading to the swimming pool. Butterflies fluttered in the back garden as two regal Doberman pinschers, Sheba and Samson, paced the tailored lawn.

Within the ornate stone walls of this thirty-room house, my father, wrapped in a brown terry bathrobe, worked eagerly in his first-floor mahogany-paneled den, as if in a race against time. His feet stuck out from under his gold-trimmed Louis XVI desk. Collections of exotic birds, the passion of my mother, Veronica, screeched from the adjoining conservatory.

Upstairs, our antique-filled home swarmed with young life. As two little girls, my sister Laila and I, ran downstairs, love and laughter echoed through the halls. When he heard us, our father put down his pen. Contemplating our fleeting youth, he grabbed the tape recorder from his desk drawer and rushed after us …

“This is Muhammad Ali at the house on Fremont Place …” His breathing heavy. His voice shaky from running. “I’m chasing Hana and Laila … I’m Bigfoot!” He growled, stomping down the hall behind us. “I’m the Incredible Hulk!” Stomp! Stomp! Stomp!

We ran into his office, screaming with unbridled laughter. “Aaaaaahh!”

“Now they’re on the couch, cuddling up together. I’m coming after them! Hana’s four, Laila’s three … I’m coming!”

“Aaaaaahh!” we screamed, then jumped off the sofa and ran out of the room.

“Chase me again, Daddy …” I called, running up the stairs into my mother’s room.

“Me too!” said Laila, following behind me.

“Now they’re grabbing their mother’s coattail, trying to hide—I’m coming for them!”

I jumped out from behind my mother: “I’m The Big Bad Wolf! Roooaarr!”

“Hana’s making a scary face,” he whispered into the recorder. “Aaaaaahh!” He mock-screamed.

“Roooaarrr!” I roared again, waving my arms above my head, as I ran toward him. “I’m Dracula!” I shouted as Laila mimicked me.

“Aaaaaahh! Now they’re both coming after me!” he hollered as we chased him back down the hall. Our voices trailed off with the sound of love and laughter …

After the noise settled, my father spoke into the recorder again, addressing posterity and our future selves: “Now we’re going to listen to this tape, so Hana and Laila can hear how they sound. I wish that I had tapes of myself when I was this small—I’m sure most people do. I’m thankful to almighty God that I appreciate life and realize how great life is. Once we get old, we’ll never be back at this age again, and I know it’s nice to have a record of all these things. This is Muhammad Ali at 55 Fremont Place, January 5, 1980. The time is 11:05 a.m. in Los Angeles. This is for you, Hana and Laila and Veronica, to hear years from now. You will thank me for this one day.”
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Top: Me on the right, Laila on the left, at Dad’s training camp in 1980.

Eighteen years later, 1998

One fated afternoon in Los Angeles, my father and I were watching a classic Clint Eastwood film in his hotel room when, without warning, he pulled an old briefcase from behind his chair and dumped its contents on the rug in front of me. I was nineteen by then and had already received so many gifts from him—monetary gifts, boxing memorabilia, priceless manuscripts by the scholar and teacher Hazrat Inayat Khan, about love, life, and the human condition, which he referred to as “the wisest books in the world.” I’m grateful for everything, but nothing prepared me for what I was about to receive in that room, and nothing would ever compare.

I stared curiously at a pile of micro tape cassettes. I didn’t know yet that soon my life would change forever, that I’d discover things about my dad I never knew. All that would come later.

When I was in junior high, my father had casually mentioned the recordings he’d made when I was a little girl. He said, “One day, when you’re a big lady, I’m going to play them for you, so you can hear how you used to sound.” But the moments he’d captured would remain elusive—a phantom I’d heard of but had yet to see. And over the years their existence faded into the shadows of my distant memories.

I wondered again why he’d never mentioned the recordings of love, his plans, fears, and adventures, waiting to share their secrets with his children and the world. If he had told me, if I had known what was on the tapes, waiting to be discovered, there’s no way I would have forgotten them—not a chance. But like their enduring messages, frozen in time, he waited patiently for the years to pass.

Carefully examining the tapes, I struggled to make out the scratchy writing labeling each cassette. Apart from his signature, which he wanted to be large and clear so people could read his name, my father’s penmanship was never legible. When we were writing his autobiography, The Soul of a Butterfly, in 2003, I watched as he worked in the leather-bound journals I’d bought him for one of his birthdays. He sat peacefully at his desk, beneath a soft light, copying his favorite quotes and poems from lined yellow paper onto the crisp cream pages of the journals. Just as he did when I was a little girl sitting on his lap in his office at Fremont Place as he read and wrote. He always kept a list of his favorite passages and anecdotes. I never noticed as a child—perhaps it was a habit he acquired later in life—his compulsion to rip out the pages he had written on. He was unsatisfied with his imperfect handwriting. An inclination I would also acquire. Like in my father’s office, dozens of beautiful journals line my bookshelf—all with torn-out pages. The apple landed faithfully beside the tree.

With a raised brow, I picked up one of the cassettes. “What’s on these tapes, Dad?”

His eyes brightened as he waved his hand slowly across the lot. His voice had a mystical tenor, as though he was about to reveal a sacred truth. Ha, I thought, how typical of my father to reel me in with the theatrics. As usual, it was working. The moment his eyes widened, I was hooked.

“There are tapes here of you and Laila, and your other sisters and brother, talking to me when you were young.” He paused and leaned forward. “One day, when you have children of your own, you’ll be able to play these for them, so they can hear their mother talking to her father when she was a little girl.” He settled back in his chair, beaming, unable to conceal his tremendous pride in this fact.

As I stared at the tapes, a cloudy memory resurfaced. The echo of my father and me singing, laughing, and playing rings softly in my ear.

“Up in the morning off to school, the teachers teach the golden rule …”

Singing together, “American history and practical math … hoping and hoping and hoping to pass …”

Did he really record all these moments—my childhood memories? Hairs began to quiver on the back of my neck, and an odd sixth sense overcame me. I saw a vague image of him chasing Laila and me down the hall, past the large Tiffany glass screen that dominated the second floor. We were laughing uncontrollably. “Now they’re on the couch, cuddling up together. I’m coming after them! Hana’s four, Laila’s three … I’m coming!”

Suddenly, I felt an overwhelming urge to hear the recordings and slid one of the tapes into the tiny machine. My father smiled as I pressed play and the past sprang to life.

***

“Muhammad, the president’s wife, Mrs. Carter, has been calling for you for three days. Can I give her your telephone number in Los Angeles?”

“Yeah, I spoke to her. I told her I’d be there in DC when she needs me. Hold on, Mr. Lomax, my other line is ringing …”

I played another recording. “Muhammad, where have you been lately? I saw your picture in the newspaper.” An Israeli reporter is calling from overseas. “You were in Hong Kong and Cambodia, and some other places.”

“I’ve just come back from Peking. They made me their official boxing trainer and boxing promoter—to help bring boxing back to China …”

I played another recording. “Tell me, Champ, you are NOT going back to the ring!”

“I’ve had so many offers, and naturally I went out on top. I went out supreme. I went out three-time champion, still dancing and moving fast—good reflexes, good coordination, good timing …”

“Sting like a bee!”

“Yeah! So naturally people would like to see me. I think I might. I’ve been tempted, but I don’t know …”

I played another recording. “Muhammad, what do you think about the peace treaty between Israel and Egypt—do you find it a good one?”

“I know nothing about the politics of Israel and Egypt. Although I am a Muslim, I don’t understand the problems the two countries have been having over the years. But I know all people are God’s people regardless of race, religion, or color, and I know that God, Allah, is not for war. I know God, Allah, is not for violence, and I know he is for peace …”

As I sorted through the tapes, I felt like I was handling a pile of gold. All the love and adventures of my childhood, days gone by, moments lived long ago, were reaching out to me in the present. And I heard my father’s voice—loud, clear, and full of life.

“Mama Bird,” he says to his mother, “I want to ask you something—make me laugh one more time. Do you remember that day Cash, Daddy, came home to get some money or something, and you followed him out and chased him down the street?”

With a sweet Southern accent, “Yeah, I remember! And he was running down the alley! Sure, I remember … You were a little boy. Wasn’t that funny?”

“Yeah, he had a woman in the car … He ran so fast the dirt flew up!”

Laughing, “They were flying down that alley …”

As I listened, the memories circled in my mind like a merry-go-round of bygone dreams and adventures. Without ever leaving the comforts of my father’s hotel room, I lost myself in that time and place, and felt the heart-aching nostalgia of never being able to go back again.

“Hana, you were a sweet little girl. You are so beautiful, I just kiss your little jaws all the time. I always squeeze you and hug you—and I love you …”

Every recording took me back to a different period. “This is Muhammad Ali making a tape for future reference. We’re now in a crisis where the Iranian college students are holding over fifty American hostages. People have been calling me and pleading for me not to go. They’re very frightened when it comes to taking a stand for what is right and for God …”

My father’s voice was like a ghost from the past—the way it sounded when I was a little girl. Before time conveyed the inevitable. Every word he spoke lured me deeper into the fabric of a dream. I went to a grand and melancholy place—Fremont Place—where our tongues had a silver lining and our words were laced in gold.

“I want to go upstairs and see Mommy.”

“Mommy is washing her hair. Then she has to roll her hair and dry her hair.”

“I want to, Daddy! I want to go upstairs and see Mommy! I want her to hear me talking on that thing.”

“You want her to hear you talking on this tape?”

“Yeah.”

“Hana, can you wait thirty minutes? Mommy told me not to bring you up until she’s finished. If I take you up now, I might get in trouble. What if she whoops me?”

“I want to, Daddy … I want to go now!”

“Hana, you are three years old, trying to boss me.”

“I WANT TO GO NOW!”

“Stop hollering, Hana.”

“Can I holler a little bit?”

“Okay.”

Now whispering, “I want to go upstairs and see Mommy …”

I played another recording, and another and another. As one memory rolled into the next, I traveled back to that grand old house, which so long ago ceased to belong to us, where my most cherished childhood memories still thrived in the annals of my heart and mind, and in dozens of micro tape cassettes—before the divorce.

Before the “For Sale” signs appeared on our lawn and the movers emptied the house. Before I cried myself to sleep at night, worrying about my father. And before the picture-perfect image of my childhood began fraying at the edges.

December 9, 1979

It’s a lively morning at Fremont Place. The relentless ringing of the telephone, the shuffling of lined yellow paper, and the clicking of the tape recorder have already begun. My father is sitting comfortably behind his grand mahogany desk, as always, ready to tackle the adventures of another bustling day. He smiles at the sight of Laila and me playing on the floor in our pajamas, then he leans back in his huge leather chair and takes another sip of coffee before reaching for the ringing telephone.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Muhammad, this is Jerry Lister calling from the New York Post. Listen, what I want to tell you is in the Star newspaper, which we also own, you’ve just been voted by their four million readers as the celebrity of the decade—over everybody!”

“No kidding—you jokin’, man! Who was in the running with me?”
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“Farrah Fawcett, Robert Redford, Paul Newman—everybody!”

“Are you serious? When is it going to come out?”

“In two weeks. They want to know what your reaction is to being voted the Celebrity of the Decade.”

“I can’t believe it! You mean out of all those movie stars and athletes too?”

“Yep! You were also voted by the New York Post and the World News Corporation as the Athlete of the Decade. They didn’t think it was going to happen, but all of the ballots came in and you were voted the Celebrity of the ’70s.”

“You mean of ALL the celebrities?”

“Of everybody! The ballots came in yesterday afternoon.”

“I can’t believe it. I know worldwide that I have a higher rating, but I didn’t know that it was the same in America.”

“Yep, America’s number one celebrity for the ’70s—of all the movie stars, politicians, everybody!”

“No kidding! That’s hard to believe because there are so many more celebrities and movie stars … That means movie stars and athletes?”

“Movie stars, athletes, politicians—everybody!”

“No kidding—of ALL the ’70s!”

“Of ALL the ’70s!”

“I have a trophy room here at my new house in Los Angeles. I’m putting up photos of great moments in my career and plaques and awards and trophies. And this, what you’re telling me about, they don’t give no trophy or nothing, do they?”

“Yes, they’re going to give you a special award.”

“Yeah, because I want to put that with the rest of my awards. Who voted?”

“All the Star readers. They sell almost four million copies a week …”

He looks down at the telephone. All three lines are flashing. “My other line is ringing—hold on … Hello?”

“Champ, would you do me a personal favor? I’m one of your greatest admirers.” Another journalist is calling from across the sea. “When I heard that somebody offered you to come back to the ring, I was going to write you to say, ‘NO, Champ!’”

“I appreciate it. I’m very glad you felt like that. This is one reason I haven’t returned, because people want to see me go out a winner, and I think it would be a sin and a shame—a crime—for me to continue and jeopardize what I’ve built, which is something I don’t think any man will break in our lifetime. They say records are made to be broken, but I don’t think any man will ever be four-time World Heavyweight Champion.”

“No, Champ. Not in this century … Maybe not even the next … Tell me, Champ, what are your plans for the 1980s?”

“I’m real confused. I don’t know what it is that I want to do. I have offers to train professional boxers here in America. I don’t think that will make me happy. I have offers to have a nationwide television show, speaking to various people on world issues. I don’t think that will make me too happy. I have an offer to probably make a couple of movies once a year. That wouldn’t make me too happy. I don’t know what it is that I want to do, so I’m trying to decide what I want to do with my life …”




Domestic Affairs
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I used to chase women all the time. I won’t say it was right—but look at all the temptation I had. I was young, handsome, and heavyweight champion of the world. Women were always offering themselves to me. I had two children by women I wasn’t married to. I love them. They’re my children. I feel just as proud and good about them as my other children. But that wasn’t the right thing to do. Running around living that kind of life wasn’t good for me. It hurt my wife, offended God, and it never really made me happy. Ask any man who is forty years old—if he knew at twenty what he knows now, would he do things different? Most people would. Sometimes things you do early in life, you feel embarrassed about later. So, I did wrong, I’m sorry. And all I’ll say, as far as running around and chasing women is concerned, is that’s all in the past.

—Muhammad Ali, in Muhammad Ali: His Life and Times, Thomas Hauser, 1991




1

Summer of 2012

Fourteen years after my father’s tape recordings were revealed to me, there was the unearthing of his old love letters—letters that had been lost for a long time, waiting out nearly three decades in a crowded storage room in Los Angeles. I still think about it sometimes: my mother’s storage, full of old newspaper clippings, family photos, diaries, paintings, and antique furnishings from my childhood home, all neatly stacked together in labeled cardboard boxes collecting dust. My father’s words whispering in the dark, swelling and sighing with yesterday’s hopes and dreams. His heart, etched on lined yellow paper, a hidden treasure waiting to be discovered.

I wonder what was on his mind when he left the envelope of letters on his office floor. Was it too painful for him to place them in my mother’s hands? Did he hope she would find them, or that they would somehow find their way to her? Perhaps he simply forgot them, overlooking them in the distress of gathering the last of his belongings from our newly sold home. Knowing Dad, I’d say he left the letters there on purpose, thinking that Marge, the executive secretary, would discover them in his otherwise empty office and deliver them to Mom after he was gone. Or maybe he wrote them only for himself—to tuck away with all the other things left unsaid and undone between them.

I guess I will never know. I’m okay with that. Some questions are best left unasked. They cause too much pain. But it saddens me to think that if my father had handed my mother the letters, if he had at least told her about them, if the envelope hadn’t been thrown in a random box and then stored away until she discovered them some thirty years later, it all might have turned out differently for my father, for me, my sister Laila—and for their marriage.

[image: Laila on Dad’s lap and me on my mother’s. Taken at Fremont Place.]
Laila on Dad’s lap and me on my mother's. Taken at Fremont Place.

Like old ghosts, the memories of my childhood home haunt the annals of my mind and leave me wondering about days gone by: the constant ringing of my father’s telephone, the crackling of the evening fire, the screeching of my mother’s exotic birds, the smell of Dad’s freshly brewed coffee, the clicking of his tape recorder capturing fleeting moments in time, the image of my father’s Rolls-Royce returning home, and the haunting sound of his once lively voice echoing in the halls. I still think about them sometimes.

Damn ghosts!
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“Hana, it’s 10:30 p.m. You just woke me up, asking for a popsicle. I went downstairs to get you one, but there were no popsicles left. Now you sent me back down to get you a pickle. This is December 24, 1979, at the house on 55 Fremont Place—Signing off.”

I remember the house on Fremont clearly. A shining memory, impervious to time, perfectly captured and protected—an image that will never fade. I can describe my childhood adventures, but a description will fail to capture the grandeur and exhilaration those moments held for me then, and still hold for me now. One day stands out in my memory because my father was coming home.

I close my eyes and see the gray-blue of the early-morning sky. The subtle scent of flowers that line the driveway washes over me and I feel a cool breeze caress my cheek. When I remember with my heart, more details materialize: the song of the birds whispering their melody in the wind, the echo of the barking Dobermans, the soothing rhythm of water rippling in the swimming pool. The familiar sounds of my childhood home reach across the barriers of time and take me back to a long-ago place. When I open my eyes, I’m six years old again.

It’s quiet this morning, an almost eerie silence, and I’m standing on my tiptoes in the driveway beneath the balcony. I shouldn’t be outside alone, barefoot in my pajamas, as Cruella De Vil, aka the Big Bad Wolf (our new governess), would say. But Daddy is coming home today, so here I wait with my forehead pressed against the cold iron gate, watching the clouds roll by, with a half-eaten carrot in my hand.

I had reached for the popsicles first, of course. But they were too high up. When Daddy left town, Cruella rearranged the freezer. One morning I tried to get Cruella to give me a popsicle, but she handed me a carrot instead.

“If I am in charge, young lady,” she said with her thick Jamaican accent, “NO popsicles in the morning.”

I wanted to punch her in the nose. By the time I was two years old my right hook was legendary—a side effect of watching my father train and our playful sparring lessons on weekend afternoons. “Show your strength, Hana,” he’d say and I, his devoted clone, would raise both arms, flex my tiny muscles, clench my teeth, and “Geeeer!”

People never paid heed to my mother’s warnings. “Careful,” she’d caution as they pinched my chubby cheeks. “She hits.” They must have assumed she was kidding. What harm could a toddler do? They learned the hard way.

With a few bruised noses under my belt, I fantasized about adding Cruella to my record. I imagined the look on her face when she caught a glimpse of my mighty little fist soaring up at her doomed nose. But then a list of possible punishments came to mind: a week without cartoons, a week without swimming, a week confined to my room after preschool, a week with NO POPSICLES! Nah, it wasn’t worth it. I pouted and ate the carrot.

It’s getting chilly outside. I’ve been up since 5 a.m., waiting for Daddy. The winter sun is shy, and my little toes are beginning to feel as frozen as the popsicles I covet. I was in such a hurry to sneak out, crawling quietly through Cruella’s adjoining bedroom, down the stairs, past the kitchen, and out the back patio door, that I hadn’t realized I was barefoot. I wasn’t going back for my shoes. I’d learned from my last mistake. Getting caught buck naked under the coffee table the week before was an unforgettable experience, but I’ll tell you about that one later.

The sound of an engine wakes me. I had fallen asleep on the patio steps waiting for Daddy.

“Three tomorrows,” he’d promised. “I’ll be home in three tomorrows.” My father had a way of explaining things. He could speak the secret language of children.

“You’ll be home tomorrow?” I questioned, wide-eyed, as he prepared to leave.

“Not tomorrow. I’ll be home in three days.”

[image: Dad and me at home in 1979.]
Dad and me at home in 1979.

“When I go to bed and wake up again, then you’ll be back?”

“After you go to bed and wake up THREE TIMES, then I’ll be back. I’ll be home in three tomorrows.”

I rush down the steps as his brown Rolls purrs up the driveway. Daddy is HOME! I know what that means …
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I grew up inside a fairy tale. A family of four, living in a beautiful mansion, complete with a trellis and floral vine balcony. My father was the most famous man in the world, and my mother one of the most beautiful women in the world. Celebrities visited often: Michael Jackson, John Travolta, Sylvester Stallone, Clint Eastwood, Tom Jones, Cary Grant, Mr. T, Kris Kristofferson, Lionel Richie, etc.

The house was always full of people. There was Marge, the executive secretary; Edith, the cook; Howard, the photographer; Abdel, the assistant; friends; fans and hangers-on; housekeepers; babysitters; governesses; grandparents; aunts and uncles. Life at Fremont Place was an endless adventure, and everyone wanted my father’s time and attention.

There were pool parties and magic shows. Birthday celebrations with dancing clowns sculpting animals out of red and yellow balloons, children laughing on the lawn, riding rented ponies, eating cotton candy, sipping lemonade from peppermint straws. Life was good. And the feeling I remember most as a child is love.

Then, one day when I was ten years old, the fairy tale ended. The climbing plants growing slowly up the walls, beautiful and steadfast as they were, threatened the façade. The leafy vine began twining up roof shingles, pushing little rootlets into the sheathing and creeping into tiny cracks and crevices, fracturing the mortar and destroying the picture-perfect image of my childhood.

I blamed my mother. Laila was neutral. All my sister knew was that we were moving to a new house and Daddy wasn’t coming. As long as she was with our mother, her world was intact. It was my life that turned upside down—my heart that shattered into a trillion pieces.

As far as I was concerned, it was all my mother’s fault. In my eyes, my father could do no wrong. He was the reason the sun rose in the morning: the first thing on my mind when I woke up and my last thought before going to sleep. He was and always would be the most wonderful thing in the world to me. So I appointed my mother the villain. After all, she was the one who left him, the one who destroyed our happy home … wasn’t she?

* * *

We all think we know our parents. Some of us may, but in most cases only half of what we think we know is true. If we’re lucky, a fragment of the remaining portion is revealed to us later in life. In my case, through lost love letters, old audio recordings, and forgotten interviews.

But where do I begin? It’s impossible to recount all my childhood memories, everything seen and said at the house I grew up in at 55 Fremont Place. So much happened in the ten years we lived together as a family. I will share, then, the memories and stories that are most vivid, and those events that my father chose to immortalize for his children, himself, and posterity. Things he planned, concerns he fretted over, the decisions that brought him immeasurable joy and sometimes immense sorrow. The daily events of which the world never knew, and of course the special moments we shared that will never fade from my memory.

But first, I’ll tell you a little about my mother and the letters.

I always thought my mother was impervious to tears. Love stories, family photos, happy and sad memories never made her weep like my father would. But that’s not saying much—Dad teared up at the sight of Laila and me coming home from our first day of school. He was rather disposed to tears, and all things concerning the heart. My mother wasn’t, or so I thought.

But that wasn’t true. She wept in private. I know because I used to hear her crying at night, after the divorce. Her desolate sobs muffled in the dim light, creeping through the cracks of the bathroom door. And I was there when she discovered the letters—thirty years later during the summer of 2012. I saw her reaction to them, and it was more than overwhelming.

“I always thought he never fought for me,” she said, her eyes damp. But after all these years, it turns out she was wrong.

July of 2012

It was a warm afternoon in mid-July, the sun was blinding, and the flowers were in full bloom, which meant my allergies were at full throttle. I stopped at a corner drugstore, grabbed a bottle of Benadryl and a box of tissues, and went to the counter to pay. I was meeting my mother at her storage in downtown Los Angeles, and I knew the dust and pollen would only make my allergies worse. I was looking forward to another afternoon of helping Mom sort through the old containers and files from my childhood home on Fremont Place.

When I walked into the storage unit, I could see Mom had already started. Three dozen or so boxes were stacked against the walls with their lists of contents written on the lids and sides—thirty years of memories, still housed in their original packaging. I love digging through her aged belongings. To the average person, they might smell of dust and mildew, but for me, they carry a nostalgic aroma of brewed coffee and Chanel perfume.

“Hey, Mom,” I said as I walked into the storage unit. “I’m here.”

“Hi,” she called from the back of the room. “Be careful. I broke a glass in the front corner.”

“Okay.”

“I got most of it up, but there still might be a few broken pieces.”

“Mom, I’m going to look through some of these boxes along the wall.”

“All right—the ones on the right are mostly from the Malibu and Venice houses, but I saw a few boxes marked Fremont.”

“Okay.”

Malibu and Venice represented her two marriages after my father. She knew I was only concerned with boxes and items from Fremont Place. Most of them were stored in my grandmother’s garage, but occasionally Mom would call me after she stumbled upon an old box from my childhood home in one of her storage units.

“Watch out for the spiders,” she warned.

“I will.” I put my purse down on a portable chair, next to my mother’s, and started reading the labels. When I found the first box marked Fremont Place, I couldn’t resist ripping it open. Inside lay a host of forgotten items. Strange, how the contents in an old tattered box—French lace, crystal cologne bottles, books, my mother’s diaries, newspaper clippings, old clothes—contents seemingly insignificant to anyone else, were so priceless to me, conjuring my happiest childhood memories.

“Time for our singing lessons, Hana, ready?”

“Yeah …”

“This is dedicated to the one I love …”

Each box triggered a wave of sneezes.

“Put your mask on, Hana!” my mother shouted from the opposite end of the storage.

She does that often these days—raises her voice. In my formative years, she spoke in gentle whispers, mostly. Her voice, light and airy, like a floating feather. But lately it sounds slightly elevated—and rather heavy. I’m not sure why, really. Maybe she metamorphosed when she left my father. Or maybe it was the strain of her second marriage or the death of her third husband that changed her.

“Hana … your mask!”

I was too enthralled to respond. I stood there sniffling and coughing, fumbling through my father’s trophies and awards, old photo albums, and enchanting gifts he and Mom had received from princes, queens, and heads of state from around the world. I leaned against the storage room wall and let my mind travel back to my majestic childhood home. To a time when my father was still healthy, before the letters and the divorce. A time when I was a happy little girl running barefoot in my pajamas around my father’s office—wild, innocent, and free. Blissfully unaware of what would become of us.

* * *

It’s Christmas morning, 1979. I’m in my father’s office, playing on the floor in my pajamas. Daddy is sitting at his desk, flipping through the crisp ivory pages of his phone book, contemplating who to call first: Johnny Carson, Joe Frazier, Mayor Bradley, John Travolta, Clint Eastwood, Sidney Poitier, Richard Pryor, Kris Kristofferson, Tom Jones, Michael Jackson … He decides on Mike Douglas, a popular television talk-show personality who ruled afternoon TV for twenty-one years as the singing host of The Mike Douglas Show.

“Hello …”

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Douglas!”

“Who is this?”

“The Greatest of All Times!”

“Oh, Muhammad Ali! How are you doin’, Champ?”

“I had to surprise you.”

“I thought you were overseas.”

“No, I just got back from Peking.”

“Yeah, I saw your picture in the paper. You were in China.”

“They made me their official coach for the ’84 Olympics. They want me to train their boys.”

“That’s great.”

“So, I’m looking through my phone book and saw your name and I said, let me call and wish you a Happy Holidays.”

“Well, aren’t you a nice man. Thank you. That’s awfully nice, Champ.”

“Don’t cost nothin’. Know something I do … I pick up the phone and dial whatever number comes to mind, and the people come on and say, ‘Hello,’ and I say, ‘Merry Christmas! How are you doing? What’s going on?’ And they ask, ‘Who is this?’ I say, ‘I don’t want to tell you who it is because if I tell you right away, you’ll think I’m lying, but I want you to guess who it is …’ They say, ‘This sounds like Ali.’ I say, ‘It’s Muhammad Ali! Merry Christmas!’ They say, ‘I can’t believe it! Why are you calling me? How did you get my phone number?’ I say, ‘I just picked up the phone and I just dialed …’ So, I’ve been doing this for the last hour.”

“Isn’t that wonderful,” says Mike.

“Yeah, I have a lot of fun out of people.”

“That’s wonderful, Champ. Listen, let me ask you something. On January 7th I’m having a show for my eighteenth year on television …”

“I’m in the White House on the 7th.”

“You’re where?”

“The White House. President Carter wants to be briefed on my trip to Peking, China.”

“Oh, shoot! I was looking forward to having you.”

[image: Dad at the White House with Jimmy Carter.]
Dad at the White House with Jimmy Carter.

“Louis Martin, the black guy in the White House, called me today—we just arranged it. As a matter of fact, I’m in the White House at 12:30 noon.”

“Isn’t that wild … Well, I think that’s great anyway.”

“I wish I could have been on your show.”

“Poor kid from Louisville, Kentucky, at the White House talking about being in China.”

“It’s a big nigga!” my father says, jokingly.

“The head man!” Mike shoots back.

They both laugh.

“That’s a good one,” says Dad. “Poor kid from Louisville, Kentucky, at the White House talking about being in China. That’s a good one, Mike …” He laughs again. “So just take your time and be good. I just called to say hello.”

“Champ, you’re wonderful. Thank you very much. The best to you and your family …”

The phone dials as my father speaks into the recorder. “Now I’m calling Joe Frazier …” The one fighter in history he said brought out the best in him.

“Hello …” A young woman answers.

Disguising his voice, “Hello, may I speak to Mr. Joe Frazier …”

“Who’s calling?”

“I want to surprise him.”

“Okay, hold on …”

After a moment, she comes back to the phone. “He’s not here. May I ask who’s calling, please?”

“This is a good friend of his. He will be very shocked if he doesn’t get this call.”

“Oh, well—he’s not here.”

In his own voice now. “Tell him Muhammad Ali called!”

“Are you serious?”

“That’s me. How ya doin’? Who am I talking to?”

“You’re talking to one of his daughters. I don’t believe this.”

“Yeah, this is me. I’m in California. You don’t recognize my voice?”

“Now I do—I’m flattered!”

“Good! Is this the big one?”

“No, I’m the next one down.”

“Okay, let me talk to the big one.”

“Okay, hold on … [in the background] Muhammad Ali is on the phone!”

“What’s up, Muhammad?”

“Hey, girl, what’s happenin’?”

“Not much. Merry Christmas!”

“Same to you. I was just calling to wish Joe a Merry Christmas. I’m in Los Angeles.”

“Oh, you sound so good. Do you remember me?”

“Yeah, that’s why I asked to speak to you. You’re getting so big and fine. How old are you now?”

“I just turned eighteen on December 2nd. You can send me a birthday present if you want and be one of …”

“One of your secret men?” my father jokes.

“Yeah!” She laughs. “What are you doing these days?”

“I just came back from Peking, China.”

“Oh, really!”

“Yeah, I was over there. They want me to teach their boys how to box.”

“Check you out! I’m quite sure you can do that … Okay, well, he should be back pretty soon.”

“Tell Joe when he comes home he can just call back.”

“Okay, bye-bye.”

“Take care …”

Dad speaks into the recorder: “I’m calling Mayor Tom Bradley in Los Angeles …”

“Hello, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas! This is Muhammad Ali calling for the mayor!”

“All right, just a moment, hold on.”

“Hello …? Hello, great mayor. Muhammad Ali!”

“Hey! How are you doing?”

“Oh, calling to wish you Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.”

“How was your trip to China?”

“Oh man, I’d like to tell you about that. We got over there and I was surprised most of the people recognized me. And Deng Xiaoping, one of the leaders, he made me their official trainer for boxing.”

“No kidding?”

“Yeah, they want me to bring over boxing gloves and all kinds of equipment. They’ll send a plane for it. They want me to train their boys for the ’84 Olympics.”

“That’s great!”

“So, I was just wondering—accepting a little task like that, can you consider that bettering relationships between the two nations?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“So, they can’t call me a traitor for training the Chinese?”

“No, that would really go over well in Washington. When I spoke to the vice premier of China, when he was over here asking about your trip, he said, ‘Oh yeah, they know Muhammad Ali over there.’”

“So, are you still working hard?” Dad asks. “Got a lot on your mind?”

“I don’t worry about it. You know, take it day by day.”

“When your term is over, would you like to do it again?”

“I haven’t made up my mind. I’m going to really think about it really hard and decide whether I’m going to run for reelection, or run for governor, or run for US senator.”

“Senator is a bigger job. What would we have to do to make a pitch to get a black president?”

“Well, I think that’s some time off, Muhammad, but if you’re ready to run, then it’s four years from now.”

Laughing, “No, I’m trying to say, a man like you, if you seriously wanted to, what would your first step be?”

“Well, you have to get a lot of financial backing because it’s really expensive, and you have to get them in all of the states.”

“So that’s what you mean when you say it’s hard for a black to come in, it might be hard to find people to back him.”

“That’s right.”

“So even if the people would vote for you,” says Dad, “if you got the position, it would be tough getting the money together.”

“Right, you have to get the money together first.”

“Do you know roughly how much money it would take? Would ten million do it?”

“That would probably do it in the primary, then if you win the primary you have to get financing from the federal government. Some people can do it for less than ten million. I think Connally is shooting for ten million.”

“Right. I want to ask you something, then I’ll let you go. Of all the people that we have in office that are qualified, if any of the black politicians tried, including yourself, who do you think would have the best chance?”

“Brooke was in a good position to get on ticket—as vice presidential candidate—but now that he’s out of the Senate, I really don’t know anybody now who can get that kind of financial support all over the country.”

“If you could get the support, do you think you would have a better chance? The reason I’m asking you all this is I think it would be you. I was talking to General Gaddafi of Libya and Sheikh Zayed of Abu Dhabi and King Khalid of Saudi Arabia, and they mentioned that they would back a worthy cause and that was one of the causes.”

“Is that right, Muhammad?”

“If I got somebody like you, somebody that would make a play for it, and if you need fifty million, they talk like they will do it. So, if not yourself, who will take a chance, if they did get the money?”

Mayor Bradley considers it.

“Well …” says Dad, “when you’re ready, let me know. I’ll walk with you.”

I remember Tom Bradley, Los Angeles’ first black mayor, visiting the house when I was a little girl. He was a nice man—quiet and dignified. I think my father was always ahead of his time; instead of letting the wrongs of the world weigh his spirit with the burdens of his era’s prejudice, he set goals, held fast to his vision, and lived into his future. But I don’t think my father ever imagined that America would see a black president in his lifetime.

Dad supported President Obama and what he stood for. Not just because he was black but because my father could see that he was a caring, decent, intelligent, charismatic, and exceptional human being. The fact that he was black was the icing on the cake.

One morning, sometime during Obama’s first term, I walked into my father’s bedroom at his home in Scottsdale, Arizona, and handed him a bowl of freshly rinsed grapes. When I was a little girl, Dad would fill his bowl with water and shake the fruit clean. He did this at home and in hotel bathrooms when visiting in Los Angeles after my parents’ divorce. If we were in a restaurant, he’d pour his water into his fruit bowl and rinse it himself—to make sure it was clean.

“Here you go, Daddy,” I said, handing him the bowl. “Freshly rinsed grapes, the way you like them.”

Dad usually ate grapes and green apples as a morning appetizer, while Lonnie and her sister Marilyn, whom she hired to help with my father, cooked his breakfast: steak, eggs, oatmeal, and a tall glass of orange juice. They always prepared a large meal for him. Sometimes they added buttermilk pancakes and cheese grits to the menu. It was easier for Dad to get
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