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CHAPTER ONE:

WORLD HEAVYWEIGHT BOXING CHAMPION

The arena was packed with fight fans.  Every seat had been sold.  The attention of the world in January of 1973 now focused on the boxing ring in Kinston, Jamaica.  “Smokin’” Joe Frazier, the current champion, and the young George Foreman, the contender, were about to fight for the heavyweight boxing championships of the world
Few thought the younger Foreman could win.  People said he was too inexperienced, that he was out of his league.  Joe Frazier had taken the jabs and hooks of the best boxers in the world, and he had beaten them all.  How could Foreman ever come close to winning?  One newspaper reporter said that Foreman would be knocked out early.

Even George wondered about his ability.  Joe Frazier, like Muhammad Ali, was a legend.  He had knocked out men before George had even taken his first punch.  Frazier was known as such a fast and hard puncher that few boxers dared to enter the ring with him.  Now 23-year-old George Foreman, with only a few years of professional fighting experience under his belt, was taking him on for the world championship.

The crowd roared for Frazier as he entered the arena.  He was the champ.  He carried the aura of fame and legend around him. Feared and respected by everyone in the boxing world, Joe Frazier drew all of the attention.  George Foreman felt like a spectator himself.

How could he win?  How could he beat the odds against him?  Here he was, a young man from a troubled childhood, taking the stage in front of the sporting world.  All of his boasts now came back to haunt him.  He had bragged about his toughness and his skill as a boxer.  He had challenged the others for a chance at the title.  But was he up to it?  Did he really have enough experience, skill and strength to take on Joe Frazier?

George Foreman stepped into the ring.  He was nervous.  He heard the echo of his trainer’s voice, pushing him to start the fight with a fierce punch.  All of the hours of practice and training returned to his mind.  In order to win, he had to be both strong and smart.  He had to follow the plans and strategies he had learned over the years. George knew that boxing took more than sheer force.  Now was the time for him to prove to the boxing world that he had the makings of a champion.

The fight came down to one important matter for George.  He needed to believe in himself at this most challenging moment of his life.  He stood alone in that ring.  There was no one else to rely on or to blame should he fail.  George had to face himself in that moment.  He alone had the power to give up or go after a great dream.
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The bell rang.  Frazier blasted across the ring, firing his famous punches.  George did as he had planned, delivering a quick jab, and then stepping back.  Within seconds, another Frazier hook came flying.  George readied himself for the barrage of punches.  Following through with his own series of blows, he suddenly knocked Frazier to the canvas.  “Smokin’” Joe was down!

George could not believe it.  He stepped back in surprise, readying himself for whatever came next.  Frazier stood up.  George let loose another mighty blow, sending “Smokin’” Joe back to the canvas.
The crowd sprang to their feet in amazement.  The young fighter had surprised everyone with his speed and power.  The cheers from inside the pavilion rang out in support of George.  Joe Frazier returned to his feet, as he had done in many other fights.
The young boxer did not retreat.  This was his night.  This was his chance to show the world that a kid from the Fifth Ward of Houston, Texas could rise to the top of the boxing world.  By the second round, with George knocking Frazier down six times, the fight was stopped.

George Foreman was the new heavyweight-boxing champion of the world.  Just as his hands were raised in victory, the young boxer realized that his life had risen from the mat of poverty and despair.

Standing in the glory of the lights and cameras and cheering crowd, the young George Foreman did not know that his greatest challenges were still to come.
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CHAPTER TWO

FIFTH WARD

George Foreman was always hungry as a kid:  hungry for food, hungry for room, hungry for attention and hungry for a little extra time from his mom and dad and family.
Born outside of Marshall, Texas in 1949, George and his family moved to Houston when he was a baby.  George’s mom was a single parent.  She was trying to raise a family of seven kids, and Houston offered the best chance at a better paying job.

George’s dad came and went in the early years.  He struggled with a drinking problem, and often found himself outside of the daily world of the family.  It was George’s mom, working as many jobs as she could, who kept the family together.

Despite her best efforts, George’s mom had to keep the family moving.  Sometimes she did not have enough money for rent.  She would pack up the kids and move to the next place in the middle of the night.  Though they changed apartments often, the Foremans never went outside the Fifth Ward of Houston, a very tough and poor neighborhood.  Most of the buildings were packed with rats.  Many were without a bathroom or even electricity.  Cramped for space, George often had to share a bed with his brother.
From the start, George faced many obstacles.  Near the end of the month, when the money ran out, he would go to bed feeling hungry.  That hunger hurt, even when he saw families on TV or other kids in the neighborhood who had plenty to eat.

Sometimes things got so bad that George only had a couple slices of bread with a bit of mayonnaise for lunch.  When George worried what the other kids thought, he would blow up his paper lunch bag and make it look like it was full.

His classmates were not the only kids George worried about.  George also had problems with his brothers and sisters.  There was little space in the house to call his own.  He felt like the others were always picking on him.  They liked to get him mad by saying that he was not really a part of the family.

George’s anger was easy to trigger.  When his older brothers and sisters teased him, he was quick to fight back.  A lot of resentment and confusion built up in George, and fighting was the way he released it.  This happened a lot when his siblings accused him of adding to the problems between his mother and father.  George did not understand.  He just thought his brothers and sisters were being mean.  At the same time, the arguments and fights between his mother and father rattled him even more.
Leaving the house, his unhappy home life would churn in George’s belly.  Gangs fought each other for turf, and the police were equally bad.  They were known to attack and beat people who lived in the neighborhood.  George saw many boys end up in the hospital and jail.
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CHAPTER THREE
STREET LIFE

George loved football.  The coach in junior high school even called him “hardnosed” because he was dogged and aggressive.  George liked the challenge of breaking through the line, trying to sack the quarterback of tackle the running back.  The team spirit also appealed to George.  When everyone played hard, and the team won, he felt like the team had really done something important.  By doing well himself, he gained a lot of self-respect and self-confidence.  Football made George feel important and needed.
Football also presented George with a challenge.  He wanted to try new things.  Copying the older boys in the neighborhood, George and his friends would buy or steal cigarettes to smoke.  The football coach had warned them against smoking, saying how it robbed them of their breath.  Still, the temptation to smoke, and to try to look cool, was too strong for George.  Walking out of a drug store one day, George bumped right into his coach.  No words were spoken, just the telling looks of disappointment and amazement.  The coach walked on.  George had never felt so bad.
Feeling ashamed, George never returned to the football team.  Even though he knew the coach would have let him continue to play, he was more upset by the fact that he had let his coach down.  He had disappointed the one man who believed in him as an important team member.  To return to the team, in his mind, would have been as wrong and painful as goofing off during an important game.

George’s life went downhill after that.  School had always been hard for the young boy.  Since the Foreman family had to move so often, George was forever changing classes and teachers.  He left a trail of incomplete papers and lessons behind.  George could never catch up.  Failing many of his classes in the early years, he felt like he was stupid.

The teachers did little to make George feel good.  With almost no money, the Foreman kids had to wear hand-me-downs.  Returning to school, day after day, wearing the same clothes, George thought they treated him differently.  They spoke down to him.  Even when George tried hard on an assignment, he felt like the teachers ignored him.

Young George began to give up.  He cut classes.  He got into trouble in the classroom, in order to attract a little attention or derail the teacher’s lesson.  Once, when he stayed home from school, one of his cousins caught George.  She reprimanded him for cutting class.  George tried to come up with an excuse.  Then, without changing her tone, his cousin shook her head and said, “No one in this family is going to be anything anyway.”  Her disillusion sent a chill down George’s spine.  Like many of the teachers and other students, she dismissed his life as useless, as if he had no future.
Though he tried to stay in school, the years piled up in a heap of unfinished assignments and other problems.  He fell again to the temptation of cutting class.  Football had been the only thing to keep him in junior high school, and then he dropped out of that.
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While still in junior high, the school told George that his truancy was not permitted.  Even though his mother pleaded with him, George dropped out of school.

The world of the Fifth Ward left George with few options.  A life of crime had already been building for years.  As young boys, George and his friends would often vandalize buildings at night.  They also looked for fights with other kids.  Anxious for acceptance by the other boys, George did not give a second thought to getting deeper into crime and violence.

One night, without much to do, or money to buy anything, George and his friends decided to rob a man who was passing by.  The robbery went without a hitch.  Two of the boys held the man down.  Another lifted his wallet.  Soon the boys were mugging people every night.  It supplied them enough money to buy cigarettes and liquor.  Suddenly they were caught in a cycle.  They stole to feed their cigarette and liquor needs, and smoked and drank to keep up their courage to rob.  One time, however, things turned violent.  When a victim tried to fight back, George watched one of his friends pull out an ice pick.  Just in time to stop any bloodshed, George prevented his friend from stabbing the man.

The life of petty crime did not stop, even when the police chased George, forcing him to hide under a house in the filthy mud with rats and bugs.  Stewing in the slush, waiting for the police to pass, George finally began to realize that his life was getting worse.  He was becoming a criminal.
Street life became an even worse situation.  With his short temper, and powerful build, George was not afraid to fight anyone, anytime, anywhere.  He often acted as an enforcer or protector for other people.  George liked to fight.  He did not mind being thought of as a thug.  Fighting was a way for him to show who he was in the world.  George felt like it was the only way to get people to treat him with respect.

The respect went only so far, and George’s toughness finally met its match.  When a local thug, known for his ability with knives, beat one of his friends up George went looking for revenge.  The thug surprised him in the shadows, pulling a knife on George.  Knowing that he had little choice other than to retreat, George had to back down in front of the thug.  All of his friends were watching.  The one-time respect, based on his strength and fighting ability, suddenly disappeared with the thug’s knife.

George was humiliated.  He lost his own self-respect.  He looked for other fights, just to vent his frustration.  The fear and anger boiled up from deep inside.  His only option was to seek out fear in others.

The road for the confused teenager turned ever more toward crime and violence.  Like many others he had seen fall in his neighborhood, George felt a sense of doom for his future.
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CHAPTER FOUR

JOB CORPS

The echo of his cousin’s words rang in George’s ears, “No one in this family is going to do anything anyway.”  Determined to make something of himself, George asked about the Job Corps, one of the “Great Society” programs.  The aim of the program was to give teenagers and school dropouts a second chance at an education and job training.  At first, George did not like the idea of the program, especially the part that required him to leave Houston.  The Fifth Ward was all he knew.  Why would he want to leave his mom, family and neighborhood?

Stationed in Oregon, George entered a world where green hills and dirt roads were as different as night and day to the big city of Houston.
The conflicts of his past traveled along with him.  Wanting to prove himself to the other boys, George looked for trouble.  He beat up many boys in the program.  He still ruled by fear, and let his fear of being rejected rule him.

Then George met a different kind of fighter.  One evening he entered the dormitory making a lot of noise.  A boy told George to quiet down.  George challenged the boy to a fight.  The boy did not move from his bed, where he was reading a book.  With no fear in his eyes, he told George that he should learn to fight with words, not with his hands.  The boy’s confidence impressed George.  They became close friends, and George began to read and learn new ideas.

The Job Corps became George’s second chance.  Teachers gave him the extra attention he needed for hard subjects like math and Latin.  This time, though, suddenly turned on to the power of knowledge, George became a student like never before.  He read as much as he could.  Exposed to the experiences and ideas of boys from around the country, George realized a new world was standing right before his eyes.  Reading became a joy, instead of a chore.  Now George wanted to be involved in the evening discussions with the other boys, trading thoughts and ideas, instead of insults and punches.  He wanted to be able to express himself like the others, in terms that fully represented his thoughts.  He carried books around with him as if they were sacks of food.  His appetite for knowledge was insatiable.

In his other classes, like carpentry, electronics and building, George also discovered the world of science how to apply them to everyday jobs and activities.

A new George went home for Christmas that year.  Armed with books, and a radio he had built himself, George surprised his mother with his new attitude.  The power of learning led him to a sense of self-confidence about his future.  George told himself, “I am going to do something, after all.”
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George’s old reputation as a fighter led to a dare, back at the training center.  A boy challenged George to seek his fortune in the ring, if he thought he was so tough.  Not wanting to look afraid, George took up the dare.  He even applied for a transfer to another Job Corps center in California, which had an excellent physical education program, including a real boxing team.

The first time George went to the gym, the coach had him fight a skinny kid.  George laughed.  He even gathered his together friends to witness his debut fight.  The skinny kid whipped George without any trouble.  George’s size and strength did him little good in the boxing ring.  He learned that, unlike street fighting, this sport required learning.
George swore he would never return to the ring.  He began picking fights again.  His self-confidence lurked behind his fists.  He was almost expelled twice for fighting.

The teachers at Job Corps were shocked by George’s behavior.  His excitement in the classroom was gone.  Thanks to the help of one teacher, he was given a final chance.  There was one condition: George had to go back into the boxing program, as a way of channeling his energy.
The boxing ring still held a strange feeling for George.  With the help of a patient coach, he soon came to learn the techniques and strategies of boxing.  He began to push himself, realizing that he needed to be in top shape, instead of relying on one or two punches from his street fighting days.

George’s first fight went smoothly.  He knocked the other fighter out in the first round.  More importantly, George noticed one of the boys he had fought earlier in the year.  Passing by his side, the boy complimented George on his boxing abilities, and then moved on.  George was amazed.  Instead of being angry, the boy had actually forgiven George for the fight, and now came and cheered him on at the boxing ring.

The goodwill of the boy hit George like a knock out punch.  He felt like he did not have to beat up people anymore to get respect.  He was now admired for his skills and hard work.

George became a big hit in the boxing circles.  He led the Job Corps boxing team.  He triumphed on the Golden Gloves circuit, winning a number of amateur boxing matches.  At the national tournament, though, he lost a hard-fought decision.

Despite his success in boxing, George had only considered the sport a fun diversion.  He graduated from the Job Corps.  With the experience and confidence he had gained from Job Corps, he planned to land a job in Houston.
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But Houston was not ready for George.  After arriving home, he passed his GED test.  Now trained for a number of jobs, George was anxious to go to work.  He went from factory to factory, filling out job applications.  But George soon noticed that his skin color was taken into account in the application process.

He sat at home, waiting to hear from the employers.  His one-time excitement soon died down.  George could not believe his bad luck.  He continued to make the rounds, and the doors of employment continued to shut before him.

The old habit of drinking and fighting filed the gap.  Before long, George was feared again in the Fifth Ward.  At one point, the police even arrested him, resulting in a large fine.

His mother did not know what to do.  George was equally lost.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE BOXER

The boxing coach from Job Corps took George back to California.  He still had to earn his keep.  While he trained at the Job Corps gym, he washed dishes and mopped the floor.  The Job Corps had offered George another chance to find his place.
The goals set by the coach were ambitious.  Just as Muhammad Ali had won the gold medal in 1960, and Joe Frazier followed in 1964, George was to aim at making the 1968 Olympic team.  With less than a year to train for the trials, George agreed to give everything he had for a chance at the gold medal.

The young boxer’s life went into overdrive.  He trained hard.  He stopped smoking and drinking.  Though he still relied on his awesome power, George attempted to learn the finer points in the art of boxing.  The young boxer still had many lessons to learn.

At a big fight in Oakland, George entered the arena with the cockiness of a world champion.  He laughed at his opponent the way he had laughed at the skinny boxer in his earlier days.  George had confused confidence with over-confidence and hype.  That night, his opponent showed greater endurance, skill and maturity, outlasting George, who lost the decision.

The defeat crushed George.  He felt like he had let himself and his coach down.  Then he realized that defeat served as an important lesson.  He would train harder.  Instead of relying on his big punch, George would become an even smarter boxer.

With so little experience, the Olympic trials still seemed like an impossible task.  George took each match as if it was one long step up a high mountain.  Going through the rounds and matches, George finally qualified.  He trained like never before, and in front of a packed house, taking on the favored all-Army champion, he scored a victory, earning the chance to represent the United States at the Olympics.

The 1968 Olympics was charged with politics.  Many African-American athletes refused to participate in the games as a protest against racism and the lack of civil rights.  George was confused.  He had worked so hard to qualify for the games.  In a difficult decision, he agreed to compete, even after two athletes were expelled for raising their fists for “black power.”
Largely ignored by everyone, George easily rose through the ranks, winning all of his rounds.  Entering the finals against the Russian champion, he took the stage before the entire world, winning the gold medal championship.

George Foreman became a star.  All of his hard work had paid off.  He was now a famous boxer.  With such fame came the thrill of TV and newspaper interviews, and the confusing politics of the time.
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The victory brought plenty of awards and notice, but little money.  George had to pay his bills like everyone else.  He did not even own a car.  Making a deal with his coach, he entered the world of professional boxing, taking a chance that he was ready to compete on the level of Joe Frazier and Muhammad Ali.

Like other boxers, the gold medalist had to start at the bottom.  He participated in the less important fights before the main events.  For over two years, George went undefeated.  Most of his fights ended in an early knockout.  He had one goal in mind.  He wanted a chance at the world heavyweight title.  In 1973, that chance finally came, and with his victory over Joe Frazier, the 23-year-old boxer became the heavyweight champion of the world.

The heavyweight problems of the world tagged along with the fame and money.  Everyone wanted to be George’s friend.  Everyone wanted a piece of his fortune.  Not use to such large sums of cash, George spent money as quickly as he earned it.  To make matters more complicated, he suddenly found himself a father – but his first marriage ended in divorce.

George Foreman needed to get a hold of his life.  Aware that his career depended on his physical and mental fitness, he had to avoid the use of drugs and alcohol.  He saw how fame had destroyed many of the great athletes of the time.

George defended his title repeatedly, but one man stood between him and complete dominance in the boxing world, former world champion Muhammad Ali.  Arranging to box for the title in Africa, George trained in Zaire in 1974.  The foreign food and climate hurt his training efforts.  With everyone cheering for Ali, George faced the challenge of his life.  The fight went into eight brutal rounds.  George felt strange, unusually tired, as if the strain, water and food had slowed him down.  In the eighth round, Ali took the title away from George.
In less than two years, George Foreman went from being the champ to becoming a loser.  Still in his mid-twenties, he fell into a depression.  He felt like a loser.  Confused at such a predicament, the young boxer realized that just as fame had arrived one day, it quickly fled the next.

George’s life continued to slip out of his control.  One day he was told that his real father had actually been someone other than the man he thought was his father.  Suddenly all of the teasing from his brothers and sisters made sense.

George did what he knew how to do.  Trying to regain faith in himself, he returned to boxing.  He felt like people only saw him as important when he was a winner.  With only one defeat – that to Muhammad Ali – in over 40 fights, George fought his way back for another shot at the title.  But he lost in a surprising decision to Jimmy Young.
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Once again, the defeat stung him, but not with the same level of anger and confusion as in Africa.  Sitting on the bench after the fight, aching all over his body, George felt differently than before.  All of his worries and trials of the past gathered before him.  For the first time, George felt like he could quit boxing, even if he was not a winner, in pursuit of an even greater challenge.

George saw his life before his eyes.  He did not see a street thug, an Olympic champion, or a famous boxer.  He saw George Foreman.  This was the man he wanted to respect and defend.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE NEW CHAMPION

George had never taken religion seriously, but now he felt a calling to explore the spiritual side of his life.  As if his last fight had taken away all of the rage and hurt of his youth in one hard blow, George no longer wanted to hurt other people.  His hatred had fled.  He had grown up.

Confronting his earlier need for attention and acceptance, George shaved his head as an act against vanity.  He wanted to know him for his actions, not his words or look.  Within a short time, he became a minister.  He also married again.

George moved back to his hometown of Marshall, Texas to start his own church.  For the next eight years, boxing was not part of the preacher’s mind.  Recognizing that many young people in the area did not have a place to meet or play sports, he formed a youth center.  George wanted to give kids the second chance the Job Corps had given him.  The more George worked with the kids, the more he felt like he had found a special place for his talents.  But to develop the center fully, George realized he needed more money.

George did not like the idea of asking other people for money.  Only one way existed in his mind to get the money he needed.  At first, the idea bothered him.  Then he realized he had a special gift, and that he should use the special gift to help kids.  He would return to the boxing ring and earn the money for the youth center.

At the age of 37, George announced he would return to the boxing ring.  Everyone laughed at him, but George took down his opponents one at a time.  No one paid the older boxer much attention.  They assumed his return was a publicity stunt.

Training hard, George got ready for the biggest fight of his life, and in 1991, almost four years later, he fought Evander Holyfield for the world heavyweight championships.  Millions of people watched on TV as George lost a close decision to Holyfield, but everyone could see that George was a top contender.
This time George did not let defeat destroy him.  George had risen and fallen so many times he realized that perseverance was just as important as talent.  In 1994, at the age of 45, George got his chance to take on the current champ, Michael Moorer.

The same young man who had beaten the odds at the Olympic trials, and then went on to face the legendary Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier, now stepped into the ring.  He had come from behind before.  The time had come for George Foreman to shock the world again.  In ten rounds, giving all that he possessed as a boxer, George became the oldest man in history to win the heavyweight championship of the world.
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This time, raising his hands in victory, he felt the power of the young boy who had left junior high school in confusion, full of rage, and now had grown into a man.  George Foreman had risen from a troubled childhood to become a true champion.  He had used his mighty punch to strike a blow for the rights and happiness of kids.
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VOCABULARY

Aura – air, feeling or atmosphere

Barrage – series of blows

Contender – competitor for the top spot

Debut – first appearance

Derail – put off course

Disillusion – disappointment

Diversion – change

Dogged – not giving in easy

Great Society – series of programs started to help end the war on poverty

Humiliated – lowered pride or dignity

Hype – to stimulate or excite artificially

Inexperienced – lack of skills, knowledge or training

Obstacles – anything that gets in the way

Pavilion – arena

Perseverance –not to give up

Petty – almost worthless or unimportant

Predicament – situation

Publicity stunt – to do something to get attention on TV or in the newspapers

Reprimand – scold

Resentment – anger resulting from feeling hurt

Sheer – total

Vandalize – to destroy or damage

Vanity – having or showing very high regard for one’s self, looks, possessions or abilities
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What was the Fifth ward like, where George grew up?

2.  Why did George quit school in junior high?

3.  What kind of trouble did George find in the streets?

4.  Why did George join the Job Corps?
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5.  Why was the Job Corps important to George?

6.  How did boxing change George’s life?

7.  What did George do when he lost?

8.  What was different about the new George Foreman when he returned to boxing?
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9.  Why is George Foreman a hero?

10.  What did you learn about the life of George Foreman that might help you in your life?
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