WHEN HE WAS KING

(Esquire, January 2002)

By GAVIN EVANS - First time | saw Muhammad Ali — wide-eyed, throwing a play
jab at George Harrison’s mop-top head while Ringo, John and Paul keel over

sideways — was courtesy of Howard Bingham’s Nikon.

Jump forward 30 years to Johannesburg airport, May 1993: my first meeting with
Muhammad — somnambulant at first and then, suddenly, beaming and throwing

sprightly combinations — and of course Howard is in the background, priming his
lenses (to shoot a twinkling Ali embracing a beaming Mandela — his favourite Al

picture, as it happens).

For forty years Muhammad Ali has been with us, always in focus, always
magically drawn to the camera, always filling the frame, and Howard Bingham
has been there too - the one to deliver the famous images of the world’s most
famous person. With typical modesty Howard tells me that his other subjects —
Bill Cosby, the Black Panthers, Elvis, Michael Jackson — have been spin-offs
from his relationship with his best buddy. “I've been very fortunate,” he says as
we chat when he arrives home in Los Angeles, after spending a week with Ali in
Miami. “I've met many people through him and a lot of people heard of me

through him. He gave me a lot of openings.”

But the relationship is far more symbiotic than this might suggest. Howard was
there long before the arrival of the bloodsucking entourage and long after they
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left. There are other celebrities who have developed close working relationships
with their favourite photographers, but none so close, for so long. “It wasn'’t that |
was a photographer,” he explains. “l was his friend and | just happened to have a
camera, and Ali has never had any problems with anybody with a camera and
you could not take a bad photograph of him. He was a photographer’s dream. He
was always on and he was always different.”

Some of these pictures go way beyond the familiar fanzine snap. They are
unscripted images spanning four decades of intimacy. “I had to tell him

sometimes, ‘now’s the time’,” says Howard, “but | knew when to stop and when

to draw back.”

It all started with a little act of kindness in Los Angeles in April 1962, when the
22-year-old photographer was working for black weekly called the Sentinel. “My
assignment was to cover this big mouth coming to town,” he recalls. “I'd never
heard of him before because | wasn’t interested in the Olympics and | was not a
fight fan.” Later that afternoon Howard spotted the 20-year-old Cassius Clay, as
he then was, standing with his brother, “just watching the girls go by.” He offered
them a lift but their hotel was a block away so instead he gave them a tour of the
town, and from then on, every time Cassius was around Howard was the first
man he’d call, until he invited Howard to join him for a few weeks that became a
few months. “Basically we just became good friends. When he wasn’t fighting it
was just him and his brother and | and everywhere he would go, | would go, and

he would confide in me.”

Loud, loquacious Ali, a young man whose manic energy is drawn from the crowd;
soft, stuttering Howard, a man who relates more to the individual than the group,
and yet it was not so much a case of opposites attracting than the sense of what
they shared: a warmth, kindness and generosity that goes way beyond pretence.
The photographer had no inkling of what the boxer would become: he just liked

hanging out with his photogenic chum, shooting him. “I keep saying to myself |



wish | had known he was going to become the Muhammad Ali he is today
because then | would have done things a lot different, like keeping my files,
diaries and negatives intact.”

The first test to this friendship came soon after Cassius became Muhammad,
although the pressure did not come from the man himself. “He told me about the
teachings of Islam and Elijah Muhammad but | had my own mind. | didn’t want to
convert and he wasn’t forcing me to. His attitude towards me has always been

the same.”

It did not come from Malcolm either. Howard’s relationship with the militant young
leader began independently of Ali’s. “He is one of the only men | have ever been
around that really gave me the chills — ooh!, you know. Not believing in his
religion or his tactics but | just admired him as an individual for doing what he
wanted when. He had no fear.” But once Malcolm had been expelled (and then
murdered) the Nation of Islam was less sure. “You see, Ali was their biggest
name and here | was, a non-Muslim, going with Ali to Elijah Muhammad’s house,
and it did not sit well with a lot of their people, so they were onto me for a while

until the word came down to leave Howard Bingham alone.”

It probably helped that Bingham is not one to rush to judgement. | ask him about
Ali’s voracious womanising, for example. “It's hard when you are a big name, a
famous name and women are coming at you,” he says on behalf of his friend.
What about Ali’'s hard streak — those stories about him slapping around his first
wife, his father and his muse Bundini Brown? “He would get angry with people
sometimes when they were drinking and carrying on, but slapping around is not
the right word. If he really slapped them around he would have hurt them. He

could hurt anybody but he never had no lawsuits.”

No lawsuits but the law didn’t much like him, especially after he delivered that
throwaway line of 1966, “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Kong”. Ali’s stand

came as no surprise to his friend. “He could have gone into the army and never



seen the battlefield, but it was a thing of not wanting to be part of it. He does
things because he wants to, not because of the money.”

And yet, a decade later, it was the money that kept Ali in the game long after he
should have retired — not so much for himself, but for the multitude who were
leaching off him. | remember watching on television his last fight as champion,
when he won the world title for the third time by beating Leon Spinks in New
Orleans in September 1978, and as he jabbed his way to victory against the ABC
soundtrack of Bob Dylan’s Forever Young, | remember thinking, “Jeez, | hope he
retires and stays retires”.

Howard says signs of deterioration are “hard to notice when you’re around
someone all the time” but he had the same thought. “ABC ended it with Ali
blowing a kiss to the crowd and they freeze-framed it there. It would have been
so wonderful if he had stopped then - that would have been beautiful. | was
against him coming back when he fought Larry Holmes two years later. | tried to
talk him into not doing it, but people around him — that was their livelihood. But
once he signed | was there with him.”

And they are still together, regularly. Having just returned from a week in each
other’'s company, he is quick to reassure me about Ali's mental condition. “Oh his
mind is 100 percent. It’s just his motor function and that improves when he gets
his rest. | expect he could be better but he’s always on the road and he does not
exercise like he should, but he’s very happy and he does not feel sorry for
himself.”

Bingham is executive producer of the biopic, “Ali”, starring Will Smith as
Muhammad. The star and his subject appeared together at the “telethon” to raise
money for the victims of the September 11 atrocity, and Howard uses this
example to build his case that Ali is still as sharp as ever. He stresses the
spontaneity of Ali's wise and appropriate contribution when he spoke about Islam
being a peaceful faith, opposed to “killing and murder and terrorism”.



Howard (who is played by Jeffrey Wright of Basquiat fame) says that in Smith he
has found a man who matches Ali’s charisma and spontaneity. “Will is Ali. This
guy is so remarkable and wonderful. He loves people, he loves an entourage
around him, he loves kids, he helps people and he’s dedicated and sincere. He'’s
good.”

And that’s the way he sees his closest friend: remarkable, wonderful and good.
Give me an example, | say. He offers several before settling on this one: “I
remember my father was on his dying bed and Ali went to see him at the
hospital. Once Ali walked into that door he sat up real fast with his fists up like he
was getting ready to fight. He was so weak but he just said, “wow!” and that’s
what Ali does to people. He doesn’t even have to open his mouth and he’s the

main event.”

It hardly needs saying, that wherever and whenever the main event appears, a
man with a grey beard will be standing a few feet down-stage, click-click-clicking
away with a quiet, loving smile on his face.
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