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Long before he took the name Muhammad 

Ali to reflect his newfound Muslim faith, a 

rambunctious kid from Louisville named Cassius 

Clay displayed all the traits of a great heavyweight 

champion. He was brash, he was fast on his feet, and 

he packed a wallop. But it wasn’t until he lost his 

most prized possession that he discovered the real 

fighter within himself.

THE CASE OF THE MISSING BICYCLE



Cassius Clay may not have been born a heavyweight, 
but even as a kid, he knew how to throw a punch.

At birth, Cassius weighed six pounds, seven ounc-
es—almost perfectly average for a baby born in 1942. 
But like all great boxers, he quickly figured out it’s not 
the size of the man in the fight, but the size of the fight 
in the man. Or in his case, the infant. 

One day when Cassius was six months old he was 
lying in bed next to his father, Cassius Sr. He stretched 
his little arms to yawn and accidentally slugged his 
father right in the face. Pow! The blow almost knocked 
out Cassius Sr.’s front tooth. Cassius’ dad later called it 
his son’s “first knockout punch.”

Right then and there, Cassius’ parents should have 
known he was born to box. But he kept giving them 

more hints. For one thing, he was always walking 
around on his tiptoes, just like a fighter dancing nimbly 
around the ring. And he never stopped talking, as if he 
was constantly egging on an opponent. Cassius’ mother 
Odessa even started calling him “G.G.” for all the “gib-
ber-gabber” he liked to do.

Then there was the peculiar brand of dodgeball Cas-
sius liked to play. He and his little brother Rudy would 
head outside, where Cassius would challenge Rudy to 
throw rocks at him. With the lightning quickness he 
would one day show in the boxing ring, Cassius would 
dart out of the way of every flying stone. No matter 
how many rocks Rudy threw, he could never hit his big 
brother.

Sometimes Cassius’ pugnacious disposition got the 
better of him. When he was little, he had a bad habit 

 ILLUSTRATION
Baby Cassius stretches and punches his father 

in the kisser.

 ILLUSTRATION
Cassius dodges out of the way of a rock thrown 

by his brother Rudy.

CASSIUS: Ha ha! Try again, sucker!



of getting up in the middle of the night and throwing 
everything in his dresser onto the floor. No one knew 
why he did it, but his parents counseled him to keep his 
temper under control.

Cassius and Rudy often got into trouble in the Lou-
isville, Kentucky neighborhood where they lived. One 
time they destroyed a birdbath in their neighbor Mrs. 
Wheatley’s yard. The neighbors took to calling the 
Clay brothers “the Wrecking Crew” for the damage 
they caused. Some of them started bolting their doors 
shut whenever Cassius and Rudy came around. 

That wasn’t the kind of reputation Cassius wanted 
for himself. It seems he would have to find a better out-
let for his bouts of anger. Thankfully, an opportunity 
soon presented itself.

When Cassius was twelve years old, his parents 

gave him a new bicycle, a red-and-white Schwinn that 
cost $60. It was just about his most prized possession 
in the world. One day Cassius was out riding his new 
bike with his friend Johnny Willis when a rainstorm 
overtook them. To stay dry, the boys parked their bikes 
outside Louisville’s Columbia Auditorium and headed 
inside, where a large bazaar was underway. Cassius and 
his friend spent the day browsing the booths and gorg-
ing themselves on ice cream and popcorn.

When they returned at the end of the day to retrieve 
their bicycles, however, Cassius’ new red Schwinn was 
gone!

Tears filled Cassius’ eyes as he felt the anger rising 
inside him. But what to do? He had no idea who could 
have taken his bike. But he did have an idea of what he’d 
like to do to that person when he found out. 

 ILLUSTRATION
Neighbors lock their doors in fear as Cassius 

and Rudy come up the street.

NEIGHBOR: It’s those Clay brothers again! Hur-
ry, lock the doors!

 ILLUSTRATION
Cassius and his friend eat ice cream cones and 

munch on popcorn at the trade fair.



Just then, someone told Cassius there was a police 

officer in the basement of the auditorium. 

Boiling with rage, Cassius stormed into the base-

ment, ready to take on all comers. There he discovered, 

to his surprise, not a police station, but a gym filled 

with men and boys punching heavy bags, jumping rope, 

and sparring with each other in the center of a vel-

vet-lined boxing ring. The whole place smelled of sweat 

and rubbing alcohol. If he wanted a fight, it appeared 

he’d come to the right place.

“Where’s the policeman they told me about?” Cas-

sius asked. 

Someone pointed to a kindly-looking white-haired 

man who seemed to be in charge of the gym.

“I’m Joe Martin,” said the man. “How can I help 

you?”

“Somebody stole my bike!” Cassius railed. “I’m gon-

na whup him when I find him! Send out an all-points 

bulletin! I demand a statewide manhunt!”

“You’re gonna whup him, huh?” Joe Martin replied. 

“Don’t you think you ought to learn how to fight first?”

Learn how to fight? That thought had never oc-

curred to Cassius before. All his life he’d been throwing 

punches, dancing out of the way of rocks, and prom-

ising to pummel anyone who got in his way. But he’d 

never realized there was a right and a wrong way to 

fight. When Joe Martin offered to give Cassius boxing 

lessons at his gym, Cassius jumped at the chance. The 

search for the missing Schwinn would have to wait.

From that day on, Cassius Clay spent almost ev-

ery waking moment at the gym. Joe Martin started 

by teaching him the fundamentals: how to stand, how 

 ILLUSTRATION
Cassius sees the gymnasium for the first time.

 ILLUSTRATION
Enraged Cassius threatens to whup whoev-

er stole his bike. The last two lines can go in a 
speech bubble.



to punch, how to move his feet. When Cassius took 
his turn on the heavy bag, Martin showed him how 
to throw rapid-fire jabs instead of big haymakers that 
would tire him out.

“Cassius, imagine there’s a fly on that bag,” Martin 
said. “I want you to hit it, but I don’t want you to kill 
it.”

Almost immediately, Martin saw that his new stu-
dent possessed one of the most important attributes 
of a boxer: speed. Cassius knew how to anticipate an 
opponent’s punch, then dodge out of the way at the last 
possible second. He never seemed to blink, not even for 
an instant, but always kept his eyes locked on the hands 
of the fighter opposite him. Cassius was so fast with his 
eyes, Martin said, that you could hand the other boxer 
a screen door and he wouldn’t hit Cassius with it fifteen 

times in fifteen rounds.
To complement his quickness, Cassius used fitness 

and nutrition to build up his body. Some days, Cassius 
got up at four in the morning and ran for several miles 
before heading over to the gym. For breakfast, he drank 
a quart of milk and two raw eggs. At school, Cassius 
needed two trays to carry the epic lunches he assem-
bled for himself: six more bottles of milk, huge fistfuls 
of sandwiches, and hot food from the steam table. He 
refused to drink soda pop, because he didn’t want to put 
on weight. Instead, he carried around a bottle of water 
with a clove of garlic inside. By the time he was done 
training, he was a fit and trim 89 pounds. 

After six weeks of lessons, Cassius was finally ready 
to step into the boxing ring for the first time. His oppo-
nent was another young fighter named Ronnie O’Keefe. 

 ILLUSTRATION
Joe Martin shows Cassius how to punch the 

heavy bag.
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Need an illustration here depicting Cassius’ 

weird training diet. We can show him drinking 
eggs—a la Rocky Balboa—or carrying a huge 

lunch tray. Or maybe kids shying away from him as 
he drinks from his garlic-flavored water bottle.



As they squared off under the watchful eye of a referee, 
the two boys looked unbelievably tiny in their oversized 
fourteen-ounce boxing gloves.

For three one-minute rounds, Cassius and Ronnie 
whaled on each other. Then they tapped gloves and 
went back to their neutral corners. Both boys had head-
aches at the end of the match. Cassius managed to land 
a few more punches and was awarded a narrow victory. 
“I will be the greatest of all time!” he proclaimed as 
the referee raised his arm in triumph. It was the first of 
many times he would claim that title.

No one knows whether Cassius ever got his bicycle 
back. But the detour he took the day it was stolen put 
him on the path to fame and fortune. Over the next six 
years, Cassius Clay won 100 out of the 108 bouts he 

entered. By the time he turned fourteen, he was recog-
nized as one of the most promising amateur boxers in 
America. Just four years later, he was selected to join 
the United States boxing team at the Olympic Games in 
Rome. There he won the gold medal, mesmerizing fans 
with his lightning footwork and bold, brash personality. 
He would go on to become of the greatest heavyweight 
champions the world has ever known. 

His life as Cassius Clay would soon be over. But the 
legend of Muhammad Ali—forged in a basement of the 
Columbia Auditorium—was about to begin. 
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The two kids—who were both 12 years old and 

89 pounds—facing off in the boxing ring wearing 
their comically huge boxing gloves.

 ILLUSTRATION
Closing image of Ali as an adult clobbering one 

of his opponents. 


