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1. The Greatest

Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee

His hands can’t hit what his eyes can’t see
Now you see me, now you don’t

George thinks he will, but I know he won’t.

‘¢ ' EORGE FOREMAN IS NOTHING BUT A BIG MUMMY,”

X\ ¥ Muhammad Ali declared to reporters before the fight called the
“Rumble in the Jungle'! ” “George Foreman ain’t!* nothing. He’s a big
old bully from Texas who used to beat up people in the streets.”

Ali predicted that Foreman would lose. Clever and confident, Ali
was right. Although the experts expected Foreman to win the October
1974 world heavyweight championship fight in Kinshasa, Zaire, Ali
knocked him out in the eighth round. Foreman used up most of his en-
ergy hitting Ali’s arms and gloves — missing his head and body.

Ali taunted him before an exhausted Foreman ran out of energy. “Is
that all you’ve got, Big George?” he asked in the middle of the fight.
“Don’t you know who I am?” Ali then knocked him out with a barrage
of punches.

Muhammad Ali was a brash young man with a loud voice and a
disarming''sense of humor who became the heavyweight champion
of the world three times. He used the boxing ring as
his stage. He was light on his feet and moved quickly

around the ring, dancing to the “Ali shuffle,” skill-

fully bouncing off the ropes, and wearing down'"

his opponents with a technique he called “rope-a-
dopen”

He called himself “the Greatest” and knocked

out men like Sonny Liston, Floyd Patterson, and
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1. The Greatest

George Foreman to prove it. He wrote witty lines of verse to describe
his opponents, predicted the rounds in which they would fall, and then
knocked them out.

His early backdrop was the turbulent 1960s — the civil rights
movement, the women’s rights movement, and protests against the Viet-
nam War. Ali opposed the war on religious grounds, refused to be in-
ducted into the United States Army, and lectured about his political and
religious beliefs at college campuses from Harvard to Howard.

He became a Muslim just after he won his first heavyweight title,
changing his name from Cassius Clay to Muhammad Ali—a move that
many said would hurt his career, but he did so anyway. Afterward, if an
opponent called him Cassius Clay, he retaliated by hitting him even harder
in the ring.

Al captivated television viewers and sports reporters with his wit
and charm. He was charismatic and outspoken — unusual for a black
man in the 1960s and rare for a boxer—and people listened. He became
a folk hero, a symbol of racial pride, and he was praised as a man who
stood up for'" his beliefs.

He met presidents and heads of state, athletes and entertainers, but
he always belonged to the public. Traveling around the world, from Af-
rica to Indonesia to the Soviet Union, Ali was — and still is — recog-
nized everywhere.

“I’ve seen a lot of fighters who want to be
Muhammad Ali,” said Eddie Futch, trainer of several

champions. “But there’s never been anyone who even
comes closel?.”
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2. Dreams s Glory

y g HEY WOULD SIT AT NIGHT, AND HE WOULD TELL HER
that he was going to be the champion of the world. In their ram-

. shackle" house in Louisville, Kentucky, when the sun had set and the

lights were out, 12-year-old Cassius Clay told his mother of his dream.
He would knock out opponents one by one, raise his hands in victory as
the ring announcer introduced him as the new world champion, and be-
come rich and famous.

“One nigh; T heard [heavyweight champion] Rocky Marciano

" fighting on the radio,” he said. “It sounded so big and powerful and

exciting.”

Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. was born on January 17, 1942, in
Louisville. The first of two sons born to Odessa Clay and Cassius Clay
Sr., Cassius Jr. demonstrated his fondness for attention even at an early
age. Mrs. Clay, exhausted from a difficult delivery, could hear her young
son cry and scream and wake up the other babies in the hospital.

“Gee-gee, gee-gee,” were Cassius’s first words, his mother said. He
later claimed that he was trying to say “Golden Gloves,” the name of a
prestigious national boxing tournament that he won twice as a teenager.
“When he was a child, he never sat still,” his mother recalled. “He walked
and talked before his time.”

‘ Black Louisville was divided into three sections—
- East End, the California area, and West End, where the
\ Clays lived. Like most of the families in the
neighborhood, they were poor. The family car was
always at least 10 years old with worn-out tires. The
§ house always needed painting. The front porch sagged,
and during rainy weather, water leaked through the roof

: and walls. Many of the children’s clothes were
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secondhand. Once in a while, the Clays were able to afford a new shirt
or a new pair of pants for Cassius and his younger brother, Rudy-—but
not often.

Odessa Grady Clay worked as a domestic when her sons were young,
cleaning houses and caring for the children of well-to-do!"! white fami-
lies who lived on the other side of town. She earned four dollars a day.
Odessa was a religious woman, and on Sundays, she and her two sons
attended Mount Zion Baptist Church, where Cassius sang in the choir.
She loved to talk, and she instilled in Cassius the values that he still
follows — always treat people with kindness and never hate or be
prejudiced.

His father, Cassius Marcellus Clay Sr., was a stern disciplinarian,
and Cassius both loved and feared him. Cassius Sr. painted billboards
and signs for a living. Almost every Baptist church in Louisville owned
one of his murals, showing religious scenes. He taught Cassius and Rudy
how to paint signs. But he never wanted his sons to follow in his footsteps.
He wanted them to become doctors or lawyers. There wasn’t much fu-
ture for a black sign painter in Louisville in the 1940s and 1950s.

Like his wife Odessa, Cassius Sr. loved to talk and he was also a bit
of a showman, bragging to friends, relatives, and strangers about his
son’s talents as a boxer, even before Cassius Jr. had his first fight. Cassius
Sr. always told his son that he was “pretty as a picture,” a phrase that
Cassius later used to describe himself.

The Clays were a close-knit'*! family but there

was also a troubled side. Cassius Clay Sr. was arrested
four times for reckless driving’!, twice for disorderly
conduct', and twice for assault and battery. When

i he had too much to drink he became violent. Odessa
<7 (lay called the police several times seeking protection

wf from her husband.
@%




