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When Ali was still a
young boy in the ‘50’s,
he and his brother
Rahman borrowed their
uncle’s car and drove
from Louisville to
Cincinnati to see Floyd
Patterson work out
before an exhibition
bout. Many of these
exhibitions featured
sparring partners Cus
trusted, including
Dusty Rhodes and Billy
Tisdale.

These exhibitions
occurred during
Patterson’s
championship years,
when Cus was actively
shaping his public
image as a gentleman
champion who stayed
busy, stayed sharp,
and stayed visible. Cus
was Floyd’s manager,
and for Ali it was like
meeting a deity,
because he had heard
so much about Cus.

“Mr. D’Amato, I’'m Cassius Clay
and I’'m going to be a fighter,
and we came here to see Floyd
Patterson,” Ali said. “Well, I’ve
got two tickets for you,” Cus
said. After the fight Ali went to

thank Cus. “If | become a little
bit famous, | want you with
me,” he told Cus. Cus smiled.
“Well, we’ll talk about it when

that time comes. How are you
getting back to Kentucky?” Ali
& Rahman told him they were

driving.
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“How much money do
you guys have?” Cus
asked. “We’ve got
enough,” Ali said.
“Show it to me,” Cus
insisted. Ali pulled out
a twenty-dollar bill.
“That’s not enough,”
Cus said, and gave him
and his brother two
hundred dollars. That
made a big impression
on Ali. Years later,
when he was champ of
the world and had his
training camp in Deer
Lake, Pennsylvania, Ali
would repeat all of
Cus’ questions and
sayings to his young
fans who had driven up
to see him spar and
then he’d also give
them money himself.
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Cus D’Amato and
Muhammad Ali later
connected in the early
1960s after Ali’s gold
medal victory at the
1960 Rome Olympics,
when Ali still known as
Cassius Clay began
moving through New
York boxing circles
where Cus was already
an established figure.
Cus used the Olympics
as a fishing pond for
new talent and by that
time Clay was 18 years
old. Their relationship
never followed the
traditional
trainer-fighter
dynamic; instead, it
was rooted in
intellectual respect,
strategic conversation,
and the love of the
sweet science.

Cus did not train Ali,
Angelo Dundee held
that role, but he
recognized something
rare in him: not just
athletic ability, but
psychological
command and extreme
charisma.

From the beginning, Cus
engaged Ali as a tactician as
much as a fighter, someone
whose mindset could be
analyzed, challenged, and
refined through discussion
rather than control.Their
relationship grew over the
years following the Rome
Olympics, which marked a
turning point for Clay. He
turned professional on October
29, 1960, the night he defeated
Tunney Hunsaker in Louisville
by a six round unanimous
decision. D'Amato was an early
would-be managerial suitor
when Clay turned professional.
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The clearest
contemporaneous
evidence of D'Amato’s
early interest comes
from TIME’s March 22,
1963, cover story on
Clay. Looking back to
Clay’s post-Olympic
transition to the pros,
the article states that
“Patterson’s manager,
Cus D’Amato” wanted
to manage him, but
that Clay was “looking
for something
classier.” In the same
passage, Clay explains
why Billy Reynolds
also failed to land
him: “l need the
top-notch people.”

Within that period,
Clay instead signed
with the Louisville
Sponsoring Group and
worked under Angelo
Dundee, who became
the dominant technical
influence in his
professional
development. Clay’s
handlers are identified
as Louisville Syndicate
or businessmen who
had hired Dundee for
the project.

In 1963, TIME Magazine stated
the syndicate hired Dundee,
and Clay himself is quoted as
saying, “Dundee gave me the
jab. But the rest is me.” Cus
said he really didn’t want to
train Ali as he stated he never
would follow his rules, but Cus
appreciated that he shared the
same birthday of January 17th
and Ali was a true Capricorn.
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Cus evaluated fighters
differently than most;
medals and records
mattered less to him
than mindset and
discipline. In Ali, he
saw a fighter with a
unique psychological
profile, confidence,
unpredictability, and
the ability to unsettle
opponents before the
fight even began. Cus
just didn’t like his
braggadocio and lack
of following rules.
This is where their
relationship took
shape: not in the gym,
but in conversation.
They debated strategy,
history, and matchups,
often challenging each
other’s views.

One well-known
example is Cus
insisting that Joe
Louis would defeat Ali,
prompting spirited
disagreement, an
exchange that reflects
the tone of their
interactions:
competitive,
analytical, and rooted
in mutual respect
rather than agreement.

This can be seen in a video by
Jimmy Jacobs called “AKA
Cassius Clay.” In terms of
closeness, their relationship
sat somewhere between casual
acquaintance and deep
partnership. They were not
emotionally bonded in the way
Cus was with fighters like Floyd
Patterson, Jose Torres, or Mike
Tyson, nor were they
operationally aligned as trainer
and fighter as stated above.
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Their interactions
were intermittent but
meaningful, often
centered around
boxing insight rather
than day-to-day
involvement. One of
the more significant
periods of connection
came during Ali’s exile
from boxing in the late
1960s, when Cus
quietly supported
efforts to position him
for major fights upon
his return. This
behind-the-scenes
involvement suggests
that while their
relationship was not
constant, it carried

Instead, they were intellectual real weight.

peers within the sport. Ali

respected Cus as one of Cus worked informally
boxing’s sharpest minds, and with Muhammad on an
Cus saw Ali as a rare ad hoc basis. They had
embodiment of psychological no agreement. There
dominance in action. D'Amato was no financial
recognized Clay’s value to arrangement. But
boxing early and wanted to Muhammad came to
attach himself to him in some rely on Cus'

way. consultations as he

prepared for every
fight. Mac Foster,
George Chuvalo, Bob
Foster, Joe Bugner,
Ken Norton, Joe
Frazier, and George
Foreman.
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Cus always wanted his
Sonny Liston, and his
wishes came true later
with the tutelage of
Michael Gerard Tyson.
Bundini Brown, Ali’s
assistant trainer and
cornerman, adds
another layer to this
dynamic. Bundini
served a completely
different role he was
the emotional engine
of Ali’s camp,
responsible for
motivation, rhythm,
and the theatrical
energy that became
part of Ali’s identity.
Where Bundini
amplified Ali
outwardly, Cus
analyzed him inwardly.

Bundini worked
through emotion and
presence; Cus operatec
through structure and
psychological theory.
There is no strong
evidence of a close
personal relationship
between Cus and
Bundini, but they
crossed paths a
several times at deer
lake.

Albeit in the same orbit and, in
different ways, both understood
that boxing was as much mental
as physical. Bundini expressed
that truth through energy and
performance, while Cus
approached it through systems
and strategy. It is reported
that Cus and Bundini had a few
secret meetings about Ali’s
health and upcoming strategy.
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“Cus D’ Amato once
said, “very few people
get what | call
supreme confidence
where they really
believe no one can
beat them.” ‘I only saw
two’ he told me.
‘Sugar Ray Robinson
and Muhammad Ali.
They really believe you
could not beat them.'

Ultimately, the
relationship between
Cus D’Amato and

Muhammad Ali is best

understood not as a

traditional That is what makes their
partnership, but as a connection significant, it was
meeting of two less about proximity and more
dominant minds. They about alignment at a

were not collaborators conceptual level.

in the practical sense,
but they recognized
each other’s depth and
challenged each
other’s thinking. Ali
represented the
execution of
psychological warfare
inside the ring, while
Cus represented its
design outside of it.
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