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GCSE English Language 2017 (9–1) Teaching Pack

Week 9, Text 1 – Extract from 
Muhammad Ali obituary
One of the greatest heavyweight boxing champions the world has seen, with courage, conviction and wit that made him an inspirational figure.

Muhammad Ali, who has died aged 74, was acclaimed by many as the greatest world heavyweight boxing champion the world has ever seen. He was certainly the most charismatic boxer. His courage inside and outside the ring and his verbal taunting of opponents were legendary, as were his commitments to justice and his efforts for the sick and underprivileged.

This remarkable boxer – hands as fast and deadly as a cobra’s strike, feet in a riverdance blur never before seen in a heavyweight – totally reset the marks. Four years after winning the gold medal at the 1960 Olympics in Rome, Ali won the undisputed professional world heavyweight championship, taking on all comers. He was to regain the title twice, an achievement that remains unmatched. His career in the professional ring spanned an astonishing 21 years. Of 61 contests, he lost only five, four of them when he was long past his majestic best. Thirty-seven victories were knockouts.

Of these 61 bouts, one of the most momentous and memorable fights in his history was against Sonny Liston, the then heavyweight champion of the world, in 1964.

At that time, Liston was presumed invincible and the fresh-faced challenger was an unprecedented 8–1 underdog – odds that lengthened when, at the weigh-in, Ali’s apparent hysterics had doctors pronouncing him traumatised by fear. Come the bell, he played it cool, almost like a laughing matador. Ali’s speed of hand and foot totally nullified Liston’s wicked jab, the key to the champion’s armoury. Dismantled brick by brick and tile by tile, Liston aged 10 years in less than 20 minutes and retired on his stool before the start of the seventh round and Ali was crowned world heavyweight champion for the first time. 

If the fight with Liston, epic in its theatricality and outcome, had begun to compile the legend, then the three contests with the warrior Joe Frazier, in 1971, 1974 and 1975, clinched the immortal deal. Here was an unmissably dramatic, defining, second act. Ali squared up to the remorselessly committed hitter ‘Smokin’ Joe’ to challenge for his own stolen title (Ali was famously banned from boxing between 1967 and 1970 after refusing to fight in the Vietnam War). After a thunderously pulsating, draining 14 rounds it was dead-level. In the last, a fearsome Frazier hook crunched into Ali’s jaw, broke it, and dumped him sprawling on the canvas. Frazier deservedly won the decision – but the fact that Ali somehow gathered himself to his feet and attempted to fight back not only had the fans round the world swooning at the heroism, but it gave notice of the added, and unconsidered, ingredient that would embrace Ali for the rest of his life: sheer, dauntless, leonine courage.
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