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New Haven, CT –  It was here in early 1967 that I found myself in an old movie theater anxiously awaiting the start of Muhammad Ali's fight against Ernie Terrell on a closed circuit feed from Houston.  The fight had originally been scheduled to take place in Chicago the previous March, but had been cancelled when the Illinois Athletic Commission refused to sanction it due to "technicalities."  The real reason, of course, was that Ali had just been reclassified by his hometown (Louisville) draft board to a 1A status.  This meant that he was eligible for immediate draft into the army.  In response Ali refused to serve uttering his famous quote, "I ain't got nothing against no Viet Cong."  
Following the Chicago rebuff, Ali left the U.S. for a series of championship fights in Canada and Europe against a series of nobodies.  He then returned to Houston for a sanctioned fight against Cleveland Williams in late 1966.  This battle is sometimes labeled one of Ali's better fights.  He totally dominated Williams and scored a 3rd round technical knockout.  
The Terrell fight which I was attending was his next and had a tremendous buildup.  I was excited to see a fellow Kentuckian (also about my age) "do his thing."  One of Ali's greatest strengths was his ability to sell tickets and to create world-wide interest in his next fight.  For this event he did not disappoint.  Terrell did his part by repeatedly calling Ali by his former name, Cassius Clay - knowing that this would infuriate Ali because he regarded it as his "slave name."  Ali had converted to Islam and took his new name after becoming world champion in 1964 by defeating sonny Liston in a major upset in Miami.  In addition, Terrell himself had not been beaten in five years, creating even greater interest.   Ali repeatedly vowed to torture Terrell for referring to him as Cassius Clay.  The two fighters nearly got into a brawl during a pre-fight interview with Howard Cossell.  How much of this was real and how much staged will never be known, but it certainly stoked interest.  I know that I was caught up in the frenzy and had no problem paying big bucks and driving over 50 miles from my submarine school assignment in Groton, Connecticut to New Haven to see the fight.
The movie theater where the fight was to be shown was in a dangerous part of New Haven.  It seemed that my buddy, Harley, and I were the only two white guys in the theater that evening.  The fight did not start at the advertised time because several of the undercard fights took longer than expected.  But once the action began, the atmosphere inside the theater was electric, and predominately pro-Ali.  The fight was brutal, but even for the first six rounds.  Then in the 7th, Ali began to dominate and bloodied Terrell badly.  In the 8th, Ali began to taunt Terrell by punching him repeatedly while yelling, "What's my name, Uncle Tom?"    As the fight continued, Ali appeared to be toying with Terrell, almost using him as a punching bag.  After losing a unanimous 15 round decision to Ali, Terrell later complained that Ali had deliberately thumbed him in the eye earlier in the fight, forcing him to have to fight with one eye.   I did not see this incident take place, just one fighter battering another much to the delight of most in the theater that night.  
Ali had only one more fight before being stripped of his championship title.  He was convicted of draft evasion later in 1967.  He did not fight again until late in 1970 - a three year moratorium during the prime of his career.   During this time, of course, tens of thousands of his fellow Americans were dying in Vietnam, many of whom had no choice to being drafted while Ali's lawyers worked successfully to keep him out of jail.  Because of my own service in the Navy during this time, I resented Ali's refusal to do his time in the Army, but still admired, and was excited by, his incredible boxing prowess.
As both Ali and myself aged, I grew to respect his decision to oppose both the draft and the Vietnam War.   After my own visit to Vietnam earlier this year, I developed a very intense appreciation of the folly and the immorality of American involvement in Vietnam during those years.  Obviously, this feeling came from the benefit of hindsight, and the opportunity to see first-hand the results of our actions against the Vietnamese.
When Ali passed away a few months ago at age 74, I smiled in appreciation of this man and the joy he brought to so many during his fighting career.  I know that he certainly gave me a thrill that night back in New Haven.   He truly was "the greatest."   God rest your soul, Muhammad Ali.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

