COMMENTARY

Forever joined as adversaries

By William C. Kashatus

ronically, Joe Frazier’s fame will
forever be linked to his greatest
rival, Muhammad Ali.

The two athletes could hardly

have been more dissimilar in per-
sonality and style. Ali was a brash,
colorful, quick-witted master show-
man with a remarkable ability for
self-promotion. Frazier,
who died this week at 67,
was quiet, humble, and
likely to hang in the back-
ground.
* While Ali dispatched op-
ponents - with incredibly
fast hands and reflexes,
Frazier’s style was blue-
collar. He bobbed, weaved,
and grunted before knock-
ing out opponents with a
devastating left hook.

The two heavyweights
fought each other three
times over the course of |
their storied careers, but
their initial meeting, in 1971
at New York’s Madison
Square Garden, was more
than a championship bout.
It was also about national divisions
over race, politics, values, and war.

Frazier was the underdog. The
youngest of 12 born into poverty in
rural South’ Carolina, he arrived in
Philadelphia as a married 16-year-
old, and was working at a slaughter-
house when he took up boxing. As
an amateur, he won three Golden
Gloves titles and, in 1964, an Olym-
pic gold medal. Over the next five
years, Smokin’ Joe knocked out 23
of 26 opponents en route to becom-
ing the undisputed heavyweight
champion in 1970.

Ali was the favorite. Born Cassius
Clay in Louisville, Ky., he won Olym-
pic gold in 1960 and the heavyweight
championship of the world four
* years later, at 22. The day after he
won the title, he announced his con-

version to Islam and assumed the
name Muhammad Ali. By 1967, he
had posted a 31-0 record, knocking
out 25 of his opponents. But he was
stripped of his title after he claimed
his religion forbade him from partici-
pating in the Vietham War.

It was not a popular stand. Viet-
nam had already claimed the lives
of 30,000 young Americans, and the

nation was divided over it. It was
also a time of activism and militan-
cy among African Americans, espe-
cially after the assassination of Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. Vilified as a
draft dodger by politicians and box-
ing officials, Ali was sentenced to
five years in prison for draft eva-
sion, though the Supreme Court lat-
er overturned his conviction.
Barred. from fighting for nearly
four years of his prime, Ali support-
ed himself by speaking on college
campuses about race, religion, and
the war. He became a symbol of the
antiestablishment. Meanwhile, Fra-
zier, the hardworking, law-abiding,
churchgoing family man, became a
hero of pro-war conservatives.
When Ali returned to the ring in
1970, he sought to reclaim the heavy-
weight title. He also demeaned Fra-

zier, taunting him as an “Uncle
Tom.” The following year, the two
pugilists met in a 15-round champi-
onship bout billed as the “Fight of
the Century.” :

Although Ali dominated the first
three rounds, he was visibly tired
after the sixth. Frazier finally
decked him with a sledgehammer
left hook early in the 15th round.
Ali, the right side of his
jaw swollen grotesquely,
got up from the canvass
quickly and managed to
complete the round. But a
few minutes later, the
. judges awarded Frazier a
unanimous decision, deal-
ing Ali his first profession-
al loss.

Frazier and "Ali would
¢ fight each other twice
more, and Ali would win
both matches. But
Smokin’ Joe had secured
his place in history, de-
fending his title against a
fighter widely considered
the greatest of all time.
The 1976 movie Rocky fa-
mously featured some of Frazier’s -
training techniques, including
punching cow carcasses and run-
ning the Art Museum steps.

Frazier retired in 1981 with a ca-
reer record of 32 wins, four losses,
and one draw, with 27 knockouts.
Although he traded jibes with Ali
for the next three decades, he sug-
gested their rivalry had finally sub-
sided in a 2009 Sports Illustrated
interview, saying, “Nobody has any-
thing but good things to say about
Muhammad now.”

Ali made his peace, too. “The
world has lost a great champion,”
he said after Frazier’s death. “I will
always respect and admire him.”

William C. Kashatus is a historian and
writer. He can be contacted at
bill@historylive.net.
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