
 

Cassius Clay was born on January 17th, 1942. He one of the ultimate heavyweight champions in boxing history.  As a 

polemic figure, he was often the center of controversy and debate.  He was a proponent of religious freedom and be-

lieved strongly in racial justice.  

Today, he is  widely regarded for not only the skills he displayed in the ring but also the  values he exemplified outside 

of it: religious freedom, racial justice and the triumph of    principle over expedience.  He is one of the most recognized 

sports figures of the past 100 years, crowned "Sportsman of the Century" by Sports Illustrated and "Sports Personality 

of the Century" by the BBC.  The self-titled Greatest was a three-time  heavyweight champion and arguably one of the 

most beloved athletes. 

 



 

Cassius Clay took up boxing at the 

urging of Joe Martin, a   police officer, 

who encouraged the boy to study the 

sport after his bicycle was stolen.  

Clay claimed that he was going to 

“whup” the thief, and Martin suggested 

that he know how to fight before he 

began challenging others.  Martin 

trained Clay, and the young man had a successful start winning his first amateur 

fight in 1954.  Two years later he won the Golden Glove   tournament for novices in 

the lightweight category. Three years after that he won the National Golden Gloves 

Tournament of Champions. 

 

Cassius Clay earned a spot on the 1960 U.S. 

Olympic boxing team.   Ali won the gold and  

was dubbed an American hero.  Shortly after   

his Olympic victory, he began competing      

professionally and won most of his matches by 

knocking out his opponents. 

 



Sonny “Big Bear”  Liston fought Clay twice.  Each 

match was highly anticipated and heavily controver-

sial.  Clay’s first victory was overshadowed by his 

conversion to Sunni Islam as well as a return bout 

clause Liston’s promoters had negotiated. 

The second match is still cause for speculation.  Ali 

threw what became known as “the phantom punch.”  

Liston fell but was not counted out.  It was deter-

mined, after Liston rose and returned to the fight, 

that he had been down for over twenty seconds.  Ali 

was then declared the winner of the shortest heavy-

weight title match in history.   

Clay comes out to meet Liston and Liston starts to retreat,  

If Liston goes back an inch farther he'll end up in a ringside seat. 

Clay swings with a left,  

Clay swings with a right,  

Just look at young Cassius carry the fight.  

Liston keeps backing but there's not enough room,  

It's a matter of time until Clay lowers the boom.  

Then Clay lands with a right, what a beautiful swing,  

And the punch raised the bear clear out of the ring.  

Liston still rising and the ref wears a frown,  

But he can't start counting until Sonny comes down.  

Now Liston disappears from view, the crowd is getting frantic  

But our radar stations have picked him up somewhere over the Atlantic.  

Who on Earth thought, when they came to the fight,  

That they would witness the launching of a human satellite.  

Hence the crowd did not dream, when they laid down their money,  

That they would see a total eclipse of Sonny. 

 

— Cassius Clay, As read on CBS' I've Got a Secret 

 

 

Muhammad Ali (Cassius Clay) and Sonny Liston (left) heavyweight title fight 

in Miami Beach, Florida on February 25, 1964. 



Clay attended his first Nation of Islam meeting in 1961, 

but kept his interest hidden from the public.  Initially, 

his boxing career was problematic for the group, but 

after winning his bout with Liston in 1964, they eagerly 

accepted him as a member.   He was renamed Muham-

mad Ali by Elijah Muhammad, who lead the NOI until his 

death in 1975.  Because the group was often accused 

of being an anti-Semitic black supremacist group, Ali 

was subject to much public censure.   

When drafted into the United States Army, he claimed 

that  war was against the teachings of the Quran.    He 

asserted that he would not participate in a war that was not “declared by Allah or The Messenger.  We don’t take part in 

Christian wars or wars of any unbelievers.”  He was later arrested for his refusal to be inducted in to the Army and his 

boxing license was suspended and his titles were taken 

away by the New York State Athletic Commission.  

Though he did not serve jail time, he was not allowed to 

box for over three years. 

 

 



worn in the 1974 fight in Zaire against George Foreman  



Ali was finally able to return to the ring in “The Fight of the Century” on March 8th, 1971, but he was defeated 

by the heavyweight champion Jo Frazier. He later earned the heavyweight title, when he defeated George Forman 

on October 30th, 1974 in Kinshasa, Ziare in what was known as the “Rumble in the Jungle.  Many were shocked 

by the upset;  Ali out maneuvered Forman tiring him and ultimately knocking him out in the 8th round. 

The Champ had a total of 61 fights and 56 wins.  37 of those were knock outs.  Ali went on to meet Frazier in 

their final match on October 1, 1975.  The bout was known as the “Thrilla in Manilla.”  It lasted over 14 rounds, 

but concluded with Ali’s win by TKO. 

 



HIS HANDS CAN’T HIT WHAT HIS EYES CAN’T SEE. 

 -spoken before his fight with George Foreman in 1974 

Muhammad Ali seen here playing a round with two po-

licemen just outside Dublin. Ali was in Ireland for his fight 

with Al Blue Lewis, July 1972 (DailyMirror)  

Muhammad Ali looks on after knocking down defending heavyweight champion George Foreman, October 1974 (Associated Press)  



Ali was married four times: 

Wife: Sonji Roi (cocktail waitress, m. 14-Aug-

1964, div. 1966) 

Wife: Belinda Boyd ("Khalilah", m. 1967, div. 1977) 

Wife: Veronica Porche (m. 1977, div. 1986) 

Wife: Yolanda Williams ("Lonnie", m. 1986)  

He has seven daughters and two sons.  His   

daughter Laila followed in his footsteps and be-

came a boxer in 1999; she is an undefeated super 

middleweight boxer. 

Some speculate that due to the many injuries he endured throughout his career, he developed Parkinson’s dis-

ease.  He has raised substantial funds for the Muhammad Ali Parkinson   Center in Phoenix, Arizona. 

His efforts have extended to supporting  the Special Olympics and Make a Wish Foundation.  He has helped 

many in need throughout the world, and in 1998, he was elected United Nations Messenger of Peace due to his 

efforts in developing countries.  He was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom from George W. Bush in 

2005.  He  also received the President’s Award  from the NAACP for his work in public service.  He carried 

the torch for the 1996 Olympics. 

Muhammad Ali and South African President Nelson Mandela 

1996 Ali lit the Olympic Torch during the opening ceremony.  

 



In 1978, DC Comics published a one-shot comic featuring Superman facing off against Muhammad 

Ali to determine Earth’s greatest champion.   The fight is    orchestrated by an alien leader, Rat’Lar, 

who threatens to invade if the fight does not take place.  The winner of the bout then has to face 

the alien champion Hun’Ya.  Eventually the two, Superman and Ali, team up to defeat an army of 

invading aliens. 
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