THE MAN AND THE VOICE
ALI
Talkative Ali Impostor Deceived Senators With Phone Calls
First of three articles
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 In an act of political deception aimed at the U.S. Senate, an impostor
using Muhammad Ali’s name and voice has made hundreds of telephone calls to
dozens of politicians, journalists and Capitol Hill staffers. Seven U.S.
senators were asked to help on three projects, one potentially worth
millions of dollars to Ali.

Ali has told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution that he did not make the
political phone calls. In a face-to-face interview on Nov. 7, Ali also said
he had no idea who made the calls or why. “Why would a Black Muslim mess
with politicians? I don’t care,” he said.

Ali made the same denial in private conversations with two friends on two
occasions, those friends told The Journal-Constitution. One quoted Ali as
saying, “You know I didn’t call any politicians.”

Yet the former heavyweight boxing champion made personal appearances in
Washington throughout much of this year. He visited the offices of five
senators who had spoken to the Ali telephone impostor. These appearances
seemed to confirm, even to skeptics, that it actually had been Ali on the
telephone. Friends of Ali believe he could have been duped into making the
appearances, all made in the company of his lawyer, Richard M. Hirschfeld,
of Charlottesville, Va.

From March to September, the Ali voice spoke by telephone to at least 51
people who have been identified by the Journal-Constitution. The phone Ali
was described as witty, articulate and intelligent. Though Ali, 46, has
been portrayed in recent years as drifting in the shadows of an illness
that leaves his speech slow and slurry, the telephone Ali surprised his
listeners with political savvy on subjects as diverse as fair housing and
the Dixiecrats of 1948.

In contrast, the real Ali said little during his visits to senators’
offices. He signed autographs, shook hands and made small talk, mostly in
whispered phrases. One secretary, who said Ali “was a riot” on the phone,
wept when she met Ali in person. Ruth Carroll, of Utah Republican Sen.
Orrin G. Hatch’s office, said: “I cried. Ali wanted to articulate, but
couldn’t.”

Not that Ali’s silence mattered much. The mythic figure of one of the
century’s pop culture megastars had materialized in the doorway of U.S.
senators. People were in awe. They accepted the quiet Ali because during
their phone conversations they were warned not to expect much from Ali in
person. The Ali voice told them he had his good days and bad days with his health. 

Depending on his medication, he might seem uncommunicative.

“I was honored,” said Sen. Sam Nunn (D-Ga.), who never spoke to the phone
Ali but once excused himself from a private meeting to see Ali in the
corridor outside his office.

Senators put such Ali memorabilia as autographed photos and boxing gloves
on their office walls. By letter and by telephone, Ali’s celebrity was
offered for use in campaigns and fund-raising events. Ali himself made
campaign appearances for Mr. Hatch in September and on Nov. 8, election
night.

Sen. Edward M. Kennedy (D-Mass.) gave Ali credit for the Senate’s approval
of a landmark fair housing bill in August. Mr. Hatch declared that Ali “has
a visceral ability at politics.” During a Sept. 1 campaign speech with Ali
at his side, Mr. Hatch said: “Ali deserves to be, and should be, a
politician. And I intend to see he does someday.”

The calls in Ali’s voice dealt primarily with three issues:

The appointment of a law professor to a job in the Justice Department.

An investigation of a federal prosecutor in Norfolk, Va.

Legislation that could have been worth millions of dollars to Ali.

For these projects, the Ali voice enlisted the help of seven U.S. senators,
including Mr. Kennedy, J. Strom Thurmond (R-S.C.) and Mr. Hatch, as well as
then-Attorney General Edwin Meese III.

The Ali voice charmed even those who first wondered if they were marks in a
Capitol Hill con game.

Said Augie Tantillo, right-hand man to Mr. Thurmond: “I was really
skeptical, because my image of Ali was 20 years ago - and this one didn’t
sound like that one. But he convinced me. . . . You find out who he really
is today.  He is a quiet, insightful, kind person.  He’s liable to call out
of the blue to say, `Just thinking about you.’  He’s called me at home, too.
It’s very impressive to your guests, to say that was Muhammad Ali calling.”

Arthur B. Culvahouse Jr., counsel to President Reagan, looked at a phone
memo one day and saw Ali’s name. (Mr. Culvahouse did not return the call.
He said, “I initially thought it was a prank.”) Mr. Meese heard from Ali.
In conversations with six senators, the Ali voice asked two, Mr. Hatch and
Arlen Specter (R-Pa.), to play themselves in a movie about Ali’s life.  Mr.
Specter’s wife baked double chocolate mousse pies for the champ last
summer.

George Bush’s campaign wanted to sign up Ali after its scheduler for
celebrities, Renee Henry, said he received “a fantastic letter” on Ali’s
political philosophies.  Before the national conventions, Ali wrote asking a
senator’s “confidential guidance” as to which presidential candidate to
endorse. 

On Aug. 8, The Washington Times reported an Ali interview in which Ali came
out for Mr. Bush for president, declaring that Mr. Bush’s foreign policy
experience was valuable. 

On June 9, The Washington Post did a front-page story on Ali, quoting him
on politics after what the newspaper called “a rare telephone interview.”
In that story, the reporter noted an “astonishing contrast” between the
public Ali and the telephone Ali.  The Post reported that Ali, at a press
conference, “struggled through” a brief statement, but on the phone
expressed rat-a-tat-tat opinions on Mikhail Gorbachev, Mr. Thurmond and
Jesse Jackson.

During an Aug. 23 telephone interview with the Journal-Constitution, the
Ali voice said: “You know that movie, `Mr. Smith Goes to Washington’? This
is `Mr. Ali Goes to Washington.’ “

To longtime students of the Ali legend, Ali’s emergence as a political
insider was so bizarre as to invite disbelief. They characterized him as a
man not given to thoughtful analysis of politics. Now in his seventh year
of retirement, Ali twice has been diagnosed as having suffered brain damage
during his 27 years in the ring. His energy level is low and he has trouble
with his voice, which is so thin and weak that he seldom speaks publicly in
more than a whisper.

A longtime Ali friend, Los Angeles photographer Howard Bingham, was
surprised to hear of any Ali political activity. Mr. Bingham laughed and
said: “Maybe he may want to run for senator.” Ali himself laughed in Salt
Lake City when he told a press conference, “I’m gradually sneaking around
to get my face acquainted. I think I am going to be the first black
president.”

Twice during television interviews in Salt Lake City, Ali deflected
questions about his support of Mr. Hatch. Ali told interviewers: “I don’t
know nothin’ about politics” and “I don’t know nothin’ much about
politics.”

Ali’s previous political experience has been superficial.  He dabbled
celebrity-style.  He stopped by the Oval Office to see Presidents Gerald R.
Ford, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan.  At Mr. Carter’s request, Ali made an
official visit to Africa in 1980 to explain the U.S. boycott of the Moscow
Olympics - only to be confused by the hostility he met.  Never before this
summer had the three-time heavyweight champion shown interest in
Washington’s political machinations.

Ali’s most controversial political act came in 1967 when he refused
induction into the Army. “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Congs,” he
said. But even that was not a political act in Ali’s mind; it was demanded
by his Muslim religion. He was seldom engaged in mainstream politics. As a
member of the separatist Black Muslims in the 1960s, Ali took no part in
the civil rights struggle for integration.  He once argued for a black
nation to be carved out of America’s midsection.

Ali’s longtime friends say there is nothing in his history that suggests
Ali the political mover and shaker.

His former fight doctor, Dr. Ferdie Pacheco, said: “Ali is a simple man and
almost a Gandhi-like figure, in that people love his innocence and love his
charm.  And thank God for that because he deserves it.  He’s a wonderful man.
But if you accept him as naive, it doesn’t take anything for unscrupulous
people to talk their way into him, to use him as a front and use his name.
. . . Politics?  Foreign policy?  He knows about foreign policy?”

Las Vegas casino executive Gene Kilroy, for 20 years a member of Ali’s
inner circle, said: “I don’t think Ali would be involved in any foreign
policy or know the thinking of the foreign policy. That doesn’t sound like
Ali.  He’s hanging around a couple people in Washington and they’re probably
putting thoughts in his head.”

Another of Ali’s intimates, Lloyd Wells, read a political interview
ostensibly given by Ali. “Ali is not capable of that kind of political
rhetoric. That does not sound like something that came out of Ali’s brain.
I bet my life there’s no way Ali sat down and uttered that rhetoric.”

Former Kentucky Gov. John Y. Brown Jr., Ali’s friend for 15 years and once
a business partner with the Louisville native, said: “There’s no way Ali
could create a hoax like that. He has a heart of gold.  There’s no malice in
him. He doesn’t have a deceitful bone in his body. Besides, he wouldn’t
take the time to do it. Politicians bore him.”

For six months of this year, the Ali voice pushed these projects:

He wanted an assistant attorney general’s job for a University of Virginia
law professor, Stephen Saltzburg.  He also proposed a federal judgeship for
the professor.

Ali’s relationship with the professor seems minimal.  On Jan. 26 of this
year, he appeared in Mr. Saltzburg’s class during a lecture on the Supreme
Court’s 1971 reversal of Ali’s draft-evasion conviction.  Mr. Saltzburg’s
closer connection seems to be with Ali’s lawyer, Mr. Hirschfeld; they are
friends as well as occasional legal associates. 

On June 7, Mr. Saltzburg was named deputy assistant attorney general in the
Justice Department’s Criminal Division.

Mr. Thurmond’s right-hand man, Mr. Tantillo, said the South Carolina
senator, the ranking Republican on the Judiciary Committee, “went to the
wall” for Mr. Saltzburg.  Mr. Tantillo also said, “If it wasn’t for Ali
getting involved, Saltzburg wouldn’t be there.”

The Ali voice wanted senators to ask the Justice Department for an
investigation of a federal prosecutor in Norfolk, Va.

The prosecutor had no interest in Ali.  But she had completed a case against
a former business associate of Mr. Hirschfeld. At the time of the Ali
calls, the prosecutor was investigating Mr. Hirschfeld.

Because it is routine for the Justice Department to investigate every
allegation raised against the department, the Office of Professional
Responsibility (OPR) began an investigation of the Norfolk prosecutor,
Susan L. Watt. 

During a July 27 senate hearing, Sens. Hatch, Thurmond and Specter asked
that the new boss of the Criminal Division report within 2 1/2 days on the
investigation.  That report said Ms. Watt’s immediate superior found the
charges groundless.  The OPR investigation is on-going.

The Ali voice also asked U.S. senators to enact a law that might have been
worth big money to the former fighter. 

He wanted a law saying he could sue the government again on a dispute that
Ali had already lost once.  On Sept. 6 a federal judge dismissed Ali’s 4-year-old 

suit seeking $50 million in damages from his wrongful conviction
in the 1967 draft-evasion case. That lawsuit had been filed with Mr.
Hirschfeld as one of the original lawyers.

The day Ali lost that suit, Mr. Hatch proposed what he called “a concession
of error remedy” in which a person whose conviction had been overturned at
the Supreme Court level could seek damages if the government admitted error
in the original conviction.

The legislation, Mr. Hatch said, was designed for Ali. The first draft of
the legislation was written by Mr. Saltzburg, who said Mr. Hirschfeld
requested it.

The legislation died on Sept. 21, defeated at first reading.  Mr. Hatch said
he hopes to bring it up again next year.

People to whom the Ali voice made political phone calls in ‘88:

6 U.S. senators

2 administrative assistants

10 press secretaries

9 journalists

5 secretaries

14 senatorial aides

1 each: attorney general (and his chief of staff), former governor,
lieutenant governor and county attorney.

The Ali phone calls began at a time when Ali’s most recent public
appearance had been a melancholy one in Atlantic City on Jan. 22.

He was brought into the ring for introductions before the Mike Tyson-Larry
Holmes fight. Ali looked stiff and unsteady. His face was puffy and fixed.
He wore dark-rimmed glasses and walked awkwardly. Promoter Don King lifted
Ali’s right arm to acknowledge the crowd’s applause. When the promoter let
go of Ali’s arm, it fell to his side.

On June 9, The Washington Post carried a front-page story about Ali as an
insightful observer of national politics.  The story began:

“At first the pronouncements seem odd coming from Muhammad Ali, the former
heavyweight champ whose slurred, stumbling speech of recent years has led
millions of his former fans to believe that all those punches to his head
had turned him into a punch-drunk palooka.

“Now he’s talking like a machine gun, floating and stinging, jabbing and
stabbing, like the Ali of old and about everything that pops into his head
from Jesse L. Jackson to Mikhail Gorbachev to his own Parkinson’s syndrome.
The thoughts, the words tumble out faster than a reporter can note them
down.”

Ali had been on Capitol Hill for a Justice Department news conference on
June 7 announcing the Saltzburg appointment. The newspaper’s hourlong
interview had been done by phone. The telephone Ali talked so much better
than Ali had on the Hill that reporter Nancy Lewis wrote about the
“astonishing contrast.”

How often the Ali voice called:

“Half a dozen, a dozen times.” (Glenn Simpson, Washington Times)

“Numerous times.” (Nancy Lewis, Washington Post)

“A lot.” (Dorothy Minor, Mr. Hatch’s office)

“Ten, 12 times.” (Jeff Blatner, Mr. Kennedy’s office)

“Fifty times at least.” (Sylvia Nolde, Sen. Arlen Specter’s office)

“He pestered us.” (Chris Simpson, Mr. Thurmond’s office)

The phone calls began in March. The Ali voice first called Sen. John W.
Warner (R.-Va.) to recommend Mr. Saltzburg.

Soon, the phone Ali had spoken to five U.S. senators: Mr. Warner, Mr.
Thurmond, Mr. Hatch, Mr. Kennedy and Mr. Specter. A sixth senator, Joseph
R. Biden Jr. (D-Del.), was added to Ali’s phone list in September.

Mr. Hatch took the most Ali phone calls. In mid-July the senator said he
had spoken to ``Ali” dozens of times. At that time, Mr. Hatch had met Ali
in person only once, and that on the day when Ali’s inability to speak
brought tears to Ruth Carroll, Mr. Hatch’s secretary.

Mr. Hatch had been a fighter as a young man.  The senator said it was a
thrill to speak to the greatest fighter who ever lived.  He added, “But it’s
not idol worship here.”  Mr. Hatch said that through the phone calls he had
come to know Ali the thinker.

“Don’t sell Ali short.  He has a visceral ability at politics. He reads all
day long.  He’s written me a few letters. . . . He’s one shrewd, smart man.
. . . If he wanted to get a Ph.D. in philosophy, he could do it.”

Mr. Hatch cleared a spot on his office wall for Ali memorabilia inscribed,
“To my dear friend Orrin Hatch, The man who should be President of the
United States - From one Champion to another, Love, Muhammad Ali, 8-1-88.”

The collection included a replica of Ali’s World Boxing Council
championship belt buckle. There was The Washington Times article, in which
Ali praised Mr. Hatch for his work during the Iran-contra hearings and
Robert H. Bork confirmation hearings and said of the senator:

“Another thing I admire about him was that he came up the hard way. He was
born on the wrong side of the tracks, and he worked as a laborer -a union
man, as strange as that may sound - and it’s always difficult to outgrow
your environment.”

Mr. Hatch has worn a ring that he said is one of seven championship rings
that Ali gave to his seven best friends. The senator also had an Ali
punching bag on his office mantel.

The real Ali went to Salt Lake City on Sept. 1 to help Mr. Hatch kick off
his re-election bid. 

At a reception on the state Capitol lawn, Ali kissed babies, shook hands
and traded small talk with Hatch supporters. Standing at Mr. Hatch’s side,
he made a three-minute speech that was received with warm applause from a
crowd of perhaps 300 people. In the disjointed, slurred speech, Ali made
only a passing mention of the senator’s name and touched on politics only
indirectly.

Many people in the crowd patted Ali on the shoulders as he walked to a
waiting car.  Beads of sweat touched Ali’s hairline.  He walked quickly and
smoothly.  There was a regal air about him, almost as if he had won a big
fight.

What people thought when the Ali voice called:

“He was totally in the know.” (Lavern Walker, Mr. Kennedy’s office)

“A quick wit. Extremely bright. Smarter than I’d have ever thought. When
you discuss a particular issue with him, he can weigh it and if it’s an
action thing, he knows what steps need to be taken. . . . Ali’s not only
interested in politics, he’s damn good at it.” (Mark Levin, former chief of
staff to ex-Attorney General Edwin Meese)

The Ali voice had been busy on the telephone with journalists.  He spoke to
reporters and producers from the television shows “Entertainment Tonight”
and “PM Magazine.” He spoke to reporters from two Washington newspapers as
well as papers in Salt Lake City and Atlanta.

In all but one case, the interviews had been arranged through Mr.
Hirschfeld, Ali’s lawyer.  In the exception, Washington Times reporter Glenn
Simpson said he reached Ali by leaving a message at “his office in
Charlottesville.”  Ali’s office in Charlottesville, Va., has the same phone
number as Mr. Hirschfeld’s law office.

The most important story was the front-page treatment in The Washington
Post of June 9 under the headline “Ali Still Has a Way With Words.” It
became Ali’s certification as a political observer.

Of Mr. Thurmond, the Post quoted Ali saying, “He’s not the same man who ran
as the presidential candidate on the States’ Rights ticket in 1948.  He’s
learned through exposure. He believes in equity. He believes in justice,
that you rule by right and not by might.”

The Post’s story said nothing about Ali using Mr. Thurmond’s clout on the
Saltzburg appointment.  Nor did it report that Ali asked Mr. Hatch and Mr.
Kennedy for their help on Mr. Saltzburg.  There was no mention that Ali had
asked Sens. Hatch, Thurmond and Specter to press an investigation of the
prosecutor investigating Ali’s lawyer, Mr. Hirschfeld.

The Ali voice told The Washington Post nothing about the pending $50
million lawsuit that, if Ali lost, would be revived with legislation
proposed by Mr. Hatch.

In an Aug. 13 Post story by Ms. Lewis, Ali the politician was given credit
for passage of the fair housing bill.  Again, Ms. Lewis did a telephone
interview with “Ali.” This time, though, she had not called him first; the
Ali voice simply called her at home, unsolicited.

Ms. Lewis quoted “Ali” on how he brokered a compromise on the fair housing
bill: “Senator Kennedy told me that they had been trying to get that bill
through for nine years, and that if [Mr. Hatch] opposed it, it would never
have been carried.” 

Mr. Hatch said, “It was Muhammad Ali that really turned that bill around. .
. .  He contacted me, on Kennedy’s behalf, and contacted Kennedy on my
views.  We compromised and passed a good bill, all because of Ali.”

The Aug. 8 Washington Times carried Mr. Simpson’s two-page report of Ali’s
political views.  Ali was quoted praising Mr. Kennedy for public service
despite the “jeopardy” suggested by his brothers’ assassinations.  Ali was
sorry about Mr. Meese’s resignation.  Ali again spoke of Mr. Thurmond’s bolt
to the Dixiecrats in ‘48.  And he came out for Mr. Bush, saying, “I feel
very comfortable that he is the most-equipped man to be leader of the Free
World.  His background in foreign policy is a key strength.”

The media messages made ripples far beyond the Washington pond.  On Nov. 5,
syndicated radio commentator Paul Harvey said Jesse Jackson had done
nothing much for Massachusetts Gov. Michael S. Dukakis.  In contrast, Mr.
Harvey said, Muhammad Ali had spoken out for George Bush and may have
scored a political knockout.

Paul Harvey’s radio show is heard on 1,346 stations.

The Ali voice’s political wit and wisdom:

“If I do enough things for the politicians, enough favors for my friends,
then when I ask them for a favor, they’ll do it.”

“I like Kennedy.  He’s a white Jesse Jackson.”

“Jesse still has to be proven a leader, not just a cheerleader.”

“Dan Quayle ought to make a Checkers speech.  You know, how Nixon did when I
was a little boy.”

As the Ali voice worked the phones, the real Ali worked political venues.

Pennsylvania Sen. Arlen Specter’s appointments secretary, Sylvia Nolde,
grew so used to hearing Ali on the phone and seeing him drop in that she
said, “He’s just like any other lobbyist,” only prettier:  “He’s gorgeous,
like a black Kewpie doll.”

Ali the politician was everywhere: on Capitol Hill, in the Senate office
buildings, dropping by to see senators, hanging outside a meeting room,
flying to Salt Lake City, going to New Orleans for the Republican
convention, making a side trip to California (for a candidate friend of Mr.
Hatch’s).

Ali’s first public appearance on Capitol Hill came June 7.  He posed for
pictures with then-Attorney General Meese and Mr. Thurmond at a press
conference for Mr. Saltzburg.

In mid-August at the Republican convention, Ali worked the crowds for Mr.
Hatch, Mr. Specter and the Republicans Abroad organization.  Ali dug into
his pockets for lapel buttons that read, “Bush in ‘88, Hatch in ‘96.” Mr.
Hatch’s campaign manager, Bud Scruggs, said he was embarrassed.  “The
buttons were Ali’s idea.”

Invited to sit with Mr. Bush’s official convention delegation, Ali for a
while sat alongside Mrs. Bush. Ali also was seen on national television
chatting with a man next to him, his lawyer, Mr. Hirschfeld.

On Sept. 15, while visiting the Senate office buildings, Ali and Mr.
Hirschfeld stopped to see Mr. Nunn, who left his office when an aide told
him that Ali wished to speak to him in the hallway. The subject was Mr.
Hatch’s proposed legislation that would give Ali a second chance to sue the
government.

While Mr. Nunn was “honored” to meet Ali, he said he thought it unusual
that Ali said nothing to him.  Ali stood silent.  All the talking was done by
Mr. Hirschfeld.

That day Ali and Mr. Hirschfeld also waited outside a Senate meeting room
where senators’ aides were debating the Ali legislation.

They heard one Ali and saw another:

“His sense of humor is still tremendous. I talked to him on the phone a
number of times.  He came by the office for a couple hours.  He looks
terrific.  But he was not able to enunciate words real well.  He wasn’t
audible . . . “ (Christopher Simpson, press secretary to Strom Thurmond)

“Last time I talked to him on the phone, I was flabbergasted.  He sounded
great.  He was on new medication.  His previous medication caused him to be
drowsy later in the day.” (Doug Wilder, Virginia’s lieutenant governor)

“I talked to Ali in person in Las Vegas.  He seemed out of it.  Later his
attorney contacted me and got me on the phone with Ali for 1 1/2 hours.  His
voice was faint, but after 20 minutes it got a lot stronger and he kept
saying, `Can you hear the medicine working?’ “ (James Lilliefors, US
magazine)

Someone imitating Ali’s voice is nothing new, according to six men who say
they know or have heard of three Ali sound-alikes who used the voice on the
telephone.

Ali’s manager, Herbert Muhammad, said he has heard that two Los Angeles men
imitated Ali’s voice with his permission.

“Like I know this cat Victor Sorano,” Mr. Muhammad said. “Victor, sometime
Ali have him to do that and this other boy, Arthur Morrison.  That’s what I
heard.  They tell me [Ali] told them to do it [because] at that point in
time, he can’t talk himself.”

Mr. Sorano, a former boxer, was only briefly in the Ali circle and could not be 

found by the Journal-Constitution.  Mr. Morrison, a Los Angeles entrepreneur 

who markets products in Ali’s name, said he didn’t know anyone who did Ali’s voice.

Four Midwest businessmen named another Ali sound-alike. They named the
lawyer Richard Hirschfeld.

They met Mr. Hirschfeld in 1986 when they tried to set up an automobile-

manufacturing plant for cars bearing Ali’s name.

During dinner and watching fight films, Mr. Hirschfeld entertained them
with his Ali impressions.

“If you had your eyes closed, you’d swear it was Ali,” said Joe Palumbo, an 

automobile designer from Menomonee Falls, Wis. “During dinner one time he was 

doing that and we were all laughing, even Ali was laughing.”

Mr. Palumbo said an Ali business associate, Abuwi Mahdi, reported that Mr. 

Hirschfeld sabotaged the car deal by doing Ali’s voice in a telephone interview 

with the Milwaukee Journal.

On Nov. 22, 1987, Milwaukee Journal reporter Jack Norman began a magazine
story about the failed car deal with these sentences about the Ali phone
call: “Was it live?  Or was it Hirschfeld?  Probably it was Hirschfeld.  But
at the time, I thought it was Muhammad Ali on the telephone.”

Mr. Norman says his doubts were created by Mr. Mahdi.  The reporter said Mr.
Mahdi told him he had not spoken to Ali but to Mr. Hirschfeld imitating
Ali’s voice.

Three other principals in the car deal, Nelson Boon Jr. of Franksville, Wis., 

Bruce Nielson of Racine, Wis., and Detroit lawyer Thomas Smith, also said 

Mr. Mahdi identified Mr. Hirschfeld as the Ali voice.

Contacted by the Journal-Constitution, Mr. Mahdi denied that he told anyone
Mr. Hirschfeld did Ali’s voice.

An occasional business associate of Mr. Hirschfeld, Robert Chastain of
Provo, Utah, said Mr. Hirschfeld does an Ali imitation “very well” and has
used the voice on the telephone with him, “teasing” until Mr. Chastain
crossed him up with a question that only the real Ali could answer
correctly.

What the Ali voice said about Richard Hirschfeld:

“Richie’s my closest adviser . . . my closest friend.”

“Don’t do a story about Richie Hirschfeld.  He ain’t pretty like me.”

“Just like I feel I’ve transcended boxing - you know what I mean,
transcended?  That’s a word Richie uses all the time.”

“Good fella. . . . Stopped the invasion of the Philippines.”

Throughout Ali’s summer of ‘88 on Capitol Hill, Mr. Hirschfeld was Ali’s
constant companion.  They sat together in Mr. Bush’s box at New Orleans.
They shared a suite in Salt Lake City for Mr. Hatch’s campaign kickoff, and
during Mr. Hatch’s speech the senator pointed out Mr. Hirschfeld in the
audience and said, “I am proud to have [Ali’s] closest friend on Earth
here, Richie Hirschfeld.”

Some Senate staffers had been skeptical of the Hirschfeld-Ali relationship.
Bobbi Honig, a secretary in Mr. Specter’s office, wondered if Ali were
“being stage-managed by his attorney.”

When Ali met Mr. Nunn outside the senator’s office, one of the senator’s
aides was surprised by Ali’s apparent drowsiness as well as Mr.
Hirschfeld’s aggressive questioning.   The aide later asked a newspaperman,
“Is Ali being carted around like a puppet?”

Mr. Warner’s then-press secretary, Pete Loomis, said of an Ali visit in
September, “Hirschfeld did all the talking.  Ali was yawning.  He could
barely focus his eyes.  He wasn’t saying a word.  The only question he asked
was like a little kid would ask.  He said he didn’t realize how many
policemen were up here.”

Ms. Nolde, appointments secretary to Mr. Specter, said she talked to the
phone Ali 50 times.  She had no misgivings until Sept. 8 when the
Pennsylvania senator asked Ali in person to repeat a funny line he had said
on the phone.

Ms. Nolde said Ali stared at Mr. Specter, uncomprehending.  Then, she said,
Mr. Hirschfeld answered for Ali.  “Richard said, `You remember, Ali. About
going to the beach. Brown people want to be white and white people want to
be brown.’ “ Ms. Nolde said Ali nodded in response.

After that day, Ms. Nolde’s relationship with Ali ended.  The voice never
called again. Ms. Nolde’s phone calls to Ali’s office in Charlottesville
were not returned.

In Salt Lake City for Mr. Hatch’s campaign kickoff, Ali autographed a giant
gold boxing glove for the senator.  Leaning in over the senator’s shoulder
at a press conference, Mr. Hirschfeld said, “Not ‘Sen. Hatch.’ “

The lawyer gave Ali instructions on how to sign the glove. He said, “To
Orrin,” and he said, “Two R’s.”

Ali wrote, “Service to others is the rent you pay for your room here on
Earth,” and then signed his name.

Mr. Hirschfeld appraised the Ali signature. “First time I ever saw him make
a complete ‘d’ in ‘Muhammad.”‘

Ali spent much of this summer on a farm near Charlottesville, a short drive
from Mr. Hirschfeld’s home and two hours from Washington.

The question had been:  Who was doing Ali’s voice on the phone?

Now the question was:  Who is Richard Hirschfeld? 

*****************

MONDAY: The Ali-Hirschfeld relationship is steeped in curiosities.


Photo: Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah), who had been a fighter as a young man,
said it was a thrill to talk to Muhammad Ali. Mr. Hatch, who has a
collection of Ali memorabilia on the wall of his Senate office, said in
mid-July that he had spoken to the former champion dozens of times but had
met him only once in person. RICK McKAY/Journal-Constitution Washington
Bureau

Photo: Sen. Arlen Specter (left) and Sen J. Strom Thurmond (right) joined
Mr. Hatch in seeking a speedy report on an investigation of a district
attorney requested by the phone Ali.

Photo: Las Vegas casino executive Gene Kilroy (above), a longtime friend

of Ali, said, `He’s hanging around a couple people in Washington and
they’re probably putting thoughts in his head/’Jeff Scheid/Special

Photo: Ali attended the June 7 Justice Department news conference
announcing the appointment of Stephen Saltzburg (center) as deputy
assistant attorney general. Former Attorney General Edwin Meese III is at
left/The Associated Press

Photo: Muhammad Ali signs a large replica of a boxing glove for Utah Sen.
Orrin G. Hatch (center) at the Utah State Capitol in September as Ali’s
attorney, Richard Hirschfeld, looks on. Mr. Hirschfeld gave Ali
instructions on how to sign the glove. `To Orrin . . . two R’s,’ he told
Ali, not to `Sen. Hatch’/Garry Bryant/Special

About This Series on Muhammad Ali

Atlanta Journal-Constitution sports columnist Dave Kindred met Muhammad Ali
22 years ago and has made a continuing study of Ali the man and boxer. From
1966 to 1977, Mr. Kindred covered Ali for the fighter’s hometown newspaper,
the Louisville (Ky.) Courier-Journal. As a columnist at The Washington Post
until 1984, Mr. Kindred covered the final years of Ali’s fighting career.
By Mr. Kindred’s estimate, he has interviewed Ali 300 times at sites as
diverse as Miami Beach’s Fifth Street Gym and New York’s Madison Square
Garden as well as at Ali’s homes in Louisville, Los Angeles, Chicago and
Cherry Hill, N.J. Special correspondent Kathy Blumenstock assisted Mr.
Kindred in the reporting of the Ali series. She is a former Washington Post
and NBC News reporter.
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 Muhammad Ali has been the central figure in an act of political deception
aimed at the U.S. Senate, with the critical element being hundreds of phone
calls by an Ali sound-alike to Washington movers and shakers.  Ali’s
insistence that he made no such calls prompted several questions, among
them this:  Who made the calls?


No answer is easy in the bizarre story of Ali’s political life, not when
simple questions have gone unanswered.  For instance, how did Ali come to
meet Richard M. Hirschfeld, his lawyer for most of the last decade?

In an Aug. 23 telephone conversation with The Atlanta Journal-Constitution,
someone claiming to be Ali said he met Mr. Hirschfeld in 1978.  “He was
introduced to me by John Wayne. The movie man.  In California before the
Spinks fight.”

But in a subsequent face-to-face interview in Salt Lake City on Sept. 1,
Ali said he didn’t remember how he met Mr. Hirschfeld.  “Ask Richie,” Ali
said. “He’ll tell you.”

As it happened, Mr. Hirschfeld later told the newspaper that he didn’t
remember how he met Ali. 

The phone Ali was preoccupied with three projects: 

- The appointment of a Virginia law professor to a Justice Department job.

- The investigation of a federal prosecutor in Norfolk, Va.

- Legislation that might have been worth millions of dollars to Ali.

In each case, Mr. Hirschfeld’s involvement was a factor.  The law professor,
Stephen Saltzburg, was his friend and occasional legal partner.  The federal
prosecutor was investigating Mr. Hirschfeld.  The legislation for Ali was
suggested by Mr. Hirschfeld after the failure of a $50 million lawsuit for
which he had been one of the original lawyers.

While these activities suggest Mr. Hirschfeld has a close working
relationship with Ali, the lawyer has said he doesn’t like to be portrayed
as a major influence in Ali’s life.  Mr. Hirschfeld said he is just one of
Ali’s many friends and prefers to stay in the background.

A small man, maybe 5-foot-5 and 135 pounds, Mr. Hirschfeld said people have
called him “ruthless.”  A former business partner said he liked being called
“Mr. Clout.” Another said, “Richard’s idol is Donald Trump. That’s what he
wants to be someday. I’ve heard him say it.”

Mr. Hirschfeld’s name came up during a trial in March when George S. Cooper
of Virginia Beach, Va., was sentenced to 30 days in jail and fined $10,000
for filing false tax returns and perjury after the sale of his company, the
Commonwealth Communications Corp., to Mr. Hirschfeld.

According to Mr. Cooper’s testimony, Mr. Hirschfeld brought him an $85,000
check and $115,000 in cash in an attache case. Then, Mr. Cooper told the
court, Mr. Hirschfeld presented two contracts, one for $200,000, and
suggested that Mr. Cooper claim he sold the company for $85,000.  This would
allow Mr. Cooper to pay lower taxes on the deal.

“And like a fool, I accepted,” Mr. Cooper testified.

Mr. Cooper told the Journal-Constitution that he both admires and despises
Mr. Hirschfeld.  He sees brilliance, energy, creativity and deceit.

Mr. Cooper said Mr. Hirschfeld imitated people on the telephone. “He did
[the voices of] a lot of local business people.” 

Mr. Cooper said, “Richard would trick people. . . . It’s a way he did
business. . . . It was a way he cons people. If he really wanted to know
what someone thought of him, he’d call the person, introduce himself as
someone else, bring up his [Mr. Hirschfeld’s] name and, of course, be real
negative toward [himself], and that’s how he’d trick people . . . give the
people a lot of confidence that you’re their friend and you hate Richard
Hirschfeld and then he could get, you know, he was very good at it. . . .”

Mr. Hirschfeld can “remember the littlest detail” about people, Mr. Cooper
said. “You could go into a room, there might be 10 people there, there
might be one man there, his mother’s dying of cancer and in conversation it
comes up.”  A year later, Mr. Cooper said, Mr. Hirschfeld might need that
man and call him, saying, “Oh, by the way, Mr. Jones, how’s your poor
mother doing?’ “

Mr. Cooper on Mr. Hirschfeld: “Richard is a brilliant man, he’s got an IQ
of 147, [but] in my opinion, he’s got a criminal mind.”

Voiceprint analysts were confused:

For comparisons, the Journal-Constitution submitted tape recordings of the
telephone Ali, Mr. Hirschfeld on the phone and the real Ali from a
videotape.  Three experts analyzed the tapes: Voice Identification Inc.,
Somerville, N.J.; Frank M. McDermott Ltd., McLean, Va.; and Roger Shuy
Inc., Washington, D.C.

None of the experts said the phone Ali was identical to Mr. Hirschfeld.

One of the three said the phone Ali could not be Mr. Hirschfeld.
(McDermott)

One of the three said the Ali voice and Mr. Hirschfeld’s voice are “either
different speakers or an extremely effective impersonation that evades
technical analysis.” (Shuy)

One of the three said the phone Ali “could possibly be” the real Ali.
(Voice Identification)

None said the phone Ali was identical to the real Ali. 

No conclusions were definite, Mr. McDermott explained, because “this is a
random text that makes it difficult to analyze. . . . Someone who knows how
to do a very good imitation makes it hard to distinguish.” 

Other opinions:

Longtime friends of Ali, Gene Kilroy and Lloyd Wells, said they didn’t
believe Ali was involved in politics. However, on hearing a brief tape
recording of the Ali voice on the phone, both men said they believed the
voice to be Ali’s.

Tom Callahan, veteran Time magazine sportswriter:  “Doesn’t sound a bit like
Ali.  I’ve been on the phone with this guy 20 years.  Ali would never talk
like that, back and forth in quick conversation that way.”

Nelson Boon Jr., Wisconsin businessman who worked a year on an Ali car
deal: “The speech pattern is too fast for Ali.”

Thomas Smith, a Detroit attorney also involved in the car deal: “That does
not sound like the speech pattern of Ali.  Ali doesn’t talk in private.  He
doesn’t get into idea-sharing. . . . Whoever is talking, that’s not Ali’s
speech pattern, it’s his speech. It’s totally different from Ali’s.”

Ali’s business manager for 25 years, Herbert Muhammad, asked to hear tapes
of the Ali voice.  After receiving a tape recording in early September, Mr.
Muhammad has not returned a reporter’s repeated phone calls.

The Ali-Hirschfeld relationship is steeped in curiosities, failed business
ventures and international intrigue.

The son of a prominent Tidewater family and fresh out of the University of
Virginia law school, Mr. Hirschfeld was 27 years old when he wanted to
start his own bank in 1974.  The bank failed because the Securities and
Exchange Commission found it in violation of SEC laws.

One of Mr. Hirschfeld’s clients has been Mohammed Fassi, the Saudi prince
who has had multimillion-dollar mansions burn down on both coasts and once
scandalized Beverly Hills by painting pubic hair on lawn statuary.

Mr. Hirschfeld once was hired as a trial lawyer for a CIA agent.  He has
claimed he once owned a limousine custom-made for Elvis Presley.  In 1987 he
surreptitiously tape-recorded conversations with deposed Philippine
president Ferdinand Marcos plotting to invade his homeland. 

Mr. Hirschfeld created an Ali boxing-camp deal that fell flat in 1984,
busted by the SEC.  A car deal for Ali went nowhere in ‘86.

Thomas Shuttleworth, a lawyer for the Virginia businessman George Cooper
arrested after a deal with Mr. Hirschfeld, said in court of Mr. Cooper, “He
got snookered by Hirschfeld.  He got snookered by someone smarter than him
in some grand scheme that even I don’t understand.”

Mr. Hirschfeld has worked with Ali in at least a half-dozen business deals,
none long-lasting but all money-makers for Ali with monthly salaries as
high as $20,000 and up-front payments of $200,000, according to men in the
deals.  Mr. Hirschfeld, who says he does legal work for Ali at no charge,
says of their business relationship, “[Ali] has never lost a nickel of his
own money.”

Ali and Mr. Hirschfeld traveled to Lebanon and Israel in 1984 and ‘85 on
private but well-publicized missions to rescue hostages.  They came home
empty-handed.  In phone interviews at the time, Ali was quoted as saying his
mission to Lebanon may have helped free kidnapped journalist Jeremy Levin.

For each trip, Ali and his party were briefed by CIA agents and by Vice
President George Bush.  A CIA agent accompanied them to Israel in 1985.  On
Aug. 22, 1986, that agent, Robert Sensi, was arrested for embezzlement from
Kuwait Airways.  He was the airline’s Washington office sales manager.  Mr.
Sensi’s defense attorneys were Mr. Hirschfeld and Mr. Saltzburg.

During a July 9, 1987, House of Representatives subcommittee hearing on the
Marcos invasion plans, a congressman asked Mr. Hirschfeld if he were
currently engaged in covert activities.  The lawyer refused to answer.

“I still don’t want to answer it,” he told the Journal-Constitution 14
months later. “But I never did say yes to that question. . . . But I didn’t
say no. I haven’t said anything.”

Mr. Hirschfeld said he came to be co-counsel for the CIA agent Mr. Sensi
because “someone asked me to handle it.”

When asked if he did it at the request of late CIA director William Casey,
Mr. Hirschfeld said such information must have come from Republicans Abroad
chairman Robert S. Carter, once Mr. Casey’s law partner.

“He was at the Casey meeting,” Mr. Hirschfeld said.

What Casey meeting? 

“He was in both of ‘em.”  Then Mr. Hirschfeld would say no more.

Communications from “Ali”:

The Ali voice said he passed a note to Indiana Sen. Dan Quayle at the
Republican National Convention, congratulating him and telling him to tough
it out on the campaign trail.

Pennsylvania Sen. Arlen Specter’s office received a thank-you note from Ali
after a breakfast meeting at the convention.

To Washington Post reporter Nancy Lewis, the Ali voice said: “I’ll fax you
this poem.”  But Ms. Lewis didn’t have a facsimile machine at home.

Through Ali, Mr. Hirschfeld met Mohammed Fassi, the Saudi prince.  The
lawyer says he used his Ali and Prince Mohammed connections when acting as
middleman in two international affairs.

First came the 1986 Iran-contra arms-for-hostages deal.  Published accounts
say that Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd funneled $31 million into a Prince
Mohammed bank account in the Cayman Islands.  Mr. Hirschfeld says he was
Prince Mohammed’s lawyer on the deal.  “It wasn’t $31 million,” he said. “It
was $30.1 million.”

Later came the Marcos plan to invade the Philippines and reclaim the
presidency he lost by revolution.

Using Ali’s relationship with Mr. Marcos - they met when Ali fought Joe
Frazier in Manila in 1975 - Mr. Hirschfeld wangled an invitation to a
Marcos-in-exile birthday party in Honolulu in 1986.  Soon, Mr. Hirschfeld
learned of a Byzantine plot built on greed, vengeance and duplicity, as
revealed in his testimony to a House subcommittee on July 9, 1987.
According to Mr. Hirschfeld’s testimony:

Mr. Marcos wanted to take hostage his successor, Corazon Aquino.  He needed
combat pay for 10,000 troops.  He needed tanks, anti-tank and anti-aircraft
weapons, M-16s, mortars, grenade launchers and 90 days’ worth of
ammunition.  The invasion would occur July 10, 1987. Mr. Marcos asked Mr.
Hirschfeld to arrange a line of credit worth $200 million backed by Prince
Mohammed.

These plans were recorded by Mr. Hirschfeld’s pocket tape recorder or by a
recorder hidden in a briefcase carried by Mr. Hirschfeld’s occasional
business associate, Robert Chastain, who once sold cars in Charlottesville,
Va.

In “The Marcos Tapes:  Ferdinand Marcos’ Plan to Invade the Philippines,” as
a transcript titled the Hirschfeld-Chastain testimony, Mr. Hirschfeld said
he originally intended only to work on travel documents for Mr. Marcos.
Then Mr. Marcos brought up the invasion.  Under the covering racket of the
television show “Leave It to Beaver” (the dictator turned it up to foil
eavesdroppers), there also was talk about a long-rumored $14 billion cache
of gold purportedly stolen from the Philippines b y Mr. Marcos.

Knowing Mr. Marcos’s plans and not wanting innocent lives to be lost in the
Philippines, Mr. Hirschfeld said, he thought it was his duty to gather as
much information as he could.  Hence, the hidden tape recorders.

Hirschfeld attorney Jerris Leonard told the subcommittee: “Then, I guess if
you are a concerned citizen as, certainly - citizens, as Mr. Chastain and
Mr. Hirschfeld are, maybe they do it on their own.  I do not think I would
do it.  I do not know whether you would do it. I am not so sure Ollie North
would do it. But these two men did it.”

As for the reputed $14 billion in gold, Mr. Hirschfeld told an interviewer
that early in conversations with Mr. Marcos he recognized “a rather unique
business opportunity.”  He said the Philippine government promised him a 5
percent reward of any money recovered. That could have been $700 million.
No one in the Philippine government has confirmed any agreement.

The revelations caused the United States to suspend Mr. Marcos’s travel
privileges.  No other public actions were taken.

After testifying, Mr. Hirschfeld called his hometown newspaper, according
to Charlottesville Progress reporter Brian D. McAllister, whose story
quoted Mr. Hirschfeld saying the Marcos affair was nothing unusual for him.

“This is not as monumental as you might think,” Mr. Hirschfeld told Mr.
McAllister. He pointed out the risks of the Israel trip with Ali.  “I
realized then I was a little peculiar.  If I would do something that
peculiar, then I probably don’t have all my faculties. . . . I like
excitement, and so does Ali.  He’s developed that in me.”

Political poetry from “Ali,” as printed by The Washington Post, Part I:

“The Post had called it even between Reagan and Carter,

“But when the polls closed in ‘80, it was a slaughter.

“So follow the polls for amusement and fun,

“But remember they’re just an opinion and everybody’s got one.”

At least three times, Mr. Hirschfeld has been involved in violations of
U.S. stock-fraud laws.  In 1986 he pleaded guilty to one count of criminal
contempt and was sentenced to three years of probation and 300 hours of
community service.  Because of repeated violations, Mr. Hirschfeld has been
barred for life from practicing law before the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC).

Mr. Hirschfeld’s first SEC trouble came in 1975. He wanted to start the
Hirschfeld Bank of Commerce in Tidewater, Va.  The SEC charged the bank with
securities fraud for soliciting investors by using stockholder lists
belonging to 22 companies, without the companies’ authorization, and for
implying a relationship between the banks and those companies when none
existed.

Mr. Hirschfeld also ran afoul of the SEC in 1984.  An Ali boxing camp
failed.  The SEC charged that Mr. Hirschfeld hid the fact that a $600,000
note claimed as the company’s principal asset was virtually worthless. 

Though Ali was the camp’s chairman of the board, he was not found to have
participated in the fraud.  Ali said he hadn’t even read the stock prospectus.

“I only read the Holy Koran or maybe parts of the Bible or the sports
pages,” Ali told the judge.

Ali’s manager, Herbert Muhammad, testified: “I believe the man [Mr.
Hirschfeld] is honest. I will go and get in business with him tomorrow.”

Mr. Hirschfeld’s 1986 criminal contempt conviction grew from SEC
allegations that the lawyer had “wilfully disobeyed” an order to stop
selling stock in the Ali boxing camp. Mr. Hirschfeld also was charged with
filing “numerous fraudulent reports” concerning another of his companies,
Hirsch-Chemie Ltd.  On Sept. 29, 1986, Mr. Hirschfeld pleaded guilty to one
count of criminal contempt for failing to disclose the boxing-camp court
order in annual reports of Hirsch-Chemie.

Mr. Hirschfeld suggested to the Journal-Constitution that his SEC problems
are the result of a federal vendetta.

“Once you get on their list, whether it’s Nixon’s hate list or whatever,
they can be unrelenting.  There is a fellow in the SEC who I don’t like and
he despises me. . . . I can take any prospectus, IBM, and find questions.
It’s a question of how persnickety you want to be. . . . I’ve made
mistakes, but not of the magnitude the SEC would have you believe.”

The SEC would not comment on Mr. Hirschfeld’s allegations of a vendetta.

The Ali voice, when asked if he would ever run for office:

“Then people’d really think I got brain damage.”

The George Cooper testimony that implicated Mr. Hirschfeld in criminal
activity was heard in Norfolk on March 15 of this year.  The Ali phone calls
to Washington politicians began within two weeks, asking senators to help
out his friends, Mr. Hirschfeld and Mr. Saltzburg.

Virginia Sen. John W. Warner suggested that Ali, to help Mr. Saltzburg, get
in touch with South Carolina Sen. J. Strom Thurmond.  The Ali voice also
spoke to Mr. Hatch and Sen. Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts. That
covered three of the Judiciary Committee’s four senior members, missing
only its chairman, Delaware Sen. Joseph R. Biden Jr.  (His first week back
from a hospitalization, Mr. Biden heard from Ali on legislation proposed by
Mr. Hatch.)

One senator’s aide says the Ali calls on the Hirschfeld case become so
“badgering and persistent” that he told Ali to quit calling.  “It was
always, ‘What can the senator do for me?’ “ the aide said. “Our doors are
closed, absolutely.”

Another senate staffer said that Ali’s relationship with Mr. Hirschfeld
worried his boss. “Ali called the senator a number of times, but we noticed
that he never said five words in public.  It was always Hirschfeld.  Ali will
always be welcome to see the senator face-to-face.  But not with Hirschfeld.”

Mr. Hirschfeld and Mr. Saltzburg have several connections. They are friends. 

They have worked together as lawyers and in a lawyer-client relationship.

Mr. Saltzburg’s new job in the Justice Department was announced June 7. Two
days later, Mr. Saltzburg’s words were used to defend Mr. Hirschfeld.

That defense came in the form of a letter to the 14 senators on the Senate
Judiciary Committee.  In a June 9 mailing, the senators received copies of
Mr. Saltzburg’s letter dated May 1 and addressed to a Hirschfeld attorney,
Judah Best.  The letter was a four-page, 1,800-word assault on Susan L.
Watt, a federal prosecutor in Norfolk, Va.

Mr. Saltzburg spoke of “Gestapo tactics” and wrote, “Everyone to whom [Ms.
Watt] spoke is persuaded that she has made up her mind to get Richard
Hirschfeld . . .”

Ms. Watt would not commment on the issue. Mr. Saltzburg has acknowledged
writing the letter, but told the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot and Ledger-Star he
never intended the letter to be distributed to the Senate. “I was surprised
and a little bit unhappy that a letter I had written for one purpose - and
that was to educate a lawyer - was being used, you know, circulated more
widely.”

The Ali voice joined in the defense of Mr. Hirschfeld, and Senators
Thurmond, Hatch, Kennedy and Specter asked for an investigation of Ms.
Watt. Then, during a July 27 public hearing, Senators Hatch, Thurmond and
Specter pressed Ed Dennis Jr., the new Criminal Division boss, for a report
on the Watt investigation.

Mr. Dennis on July 29 said the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of
Virginia found the Watt allegations “were groundless.” The allegations are
now the subject of a separate investigation by the Justice Department’s
Office of Professional Responsibility.

Mr. Hirschfeld has insisted there is no common thread in this series of
events, all of which followed “Ali” phone calls and personal visits by Ali
and Mr. Hirschfeld.

“If you people think for a moment that I have the power to influence the
Senate, then I think you’re writing a story that would be a lot of hoopla
and baloney,” Mr. Hirschfeld told the Virginian-Pilot and Ledger-Star in
September. “You’re making it look like I can do things, like I have some
hidden power.”

Political poetry by “Ali,” Part II:

“On Nov. 8, it shouldn’t shock us,

“When George Bush defeats Michael Dukakis.” 

The Ali voice’s most ambitious political project was the legislation
proposed by Mr. Hatch.  Here the major players in Ali’s political activity
came together.  Mr. Hatch said the bill was drafted by Mr. Saltzburg, who
said he did it when someone advised Mr. Hirschfeld to try the legislative
route for Ali.

Mr. Hatch’s bill would allow citizens to claim damages when the Supreme
Court admits U.S. government error.

By early spring, it was apparent that Ali’s $50 million lawsuit would fail.
Filed in 1984, with Mr. Hirschfeld as one of the original lawyers, the Ali
suit sought $50 million as damages for the draft-evasion conviction
overturned in 1971.  The Supreme Court said Ali had been convicted on
political grounds.  As a Muslim minister, he should have been allowed
conscientious objector status on religious grounds.

The conviction put Ali in professional exile.  He was stripped of his
heavyweight championship and denied the right to travel abroad.  At age 25,
he lost 3 1/2 years at the peak of his fighting career.

U.S. District Judge John Garrett Penn agreed with Ali’s arguments on merit.
But he ruled that the suit had been filed seven years too late. The statute
of limitations had expired.  So on Sept. 6, the judge dismissed the suit.

That same day, Mr. Hatch proposed the Ali legislation.

The Utah senator sent it to a Senate committee preparing the Omnibus Drug
Bill.  Had the Ali bill been attached to the drug measure, it likely would
have become law.  That’s because the drug bill was designed for unanimous
consent.  All 100 senators would agree in advance to anything proposed by
the committee.  Such weight would have carried the full bill through
Congress.

On Sept. 15, Mr. Hatch’s office announced the senator’s proposal for a
“concession of error remedy” that would affect a handful of cases, “such as
the one involving Muhammad Ali.”

That day, Ali and Mr. Hirschfeld buttonholed Georgia Sen. Sam Nunn in the
corridor.  They also visited Mr. Thurmond’s office and waited outside a
meeting room to speak to senators’ aides. Even as they worked the hallway,
though, they saw they had no chance.  On a unanimous-consent bill, the
objection of one senator is enough to kill it. 

“Tell us what your objections to the bill are,” Mr. Hirschfeld said to Mr.
Nunn, according to the senator.  The senator said he told Mr. Hirschfeld
that he hadn’t made a decision.

On Sept. 21, Mr. Hatch said the Ali legislation is “probably dead right
now” because of opposition by four of the 14 senators who were the drug
bill’s prime movers. 

Several objections were heard.  Mr. Nunn thought it unfair to people whose
convictions were overturned below the Supreme Court level.  Mr. Thurmond saw
it as a private-relief gimmick, obnoxious on principle.  Some staffers
wanted an estimate of the bill’s probable cost.  Some were offended by a
celebrity’s lobbying for a bill that would benefit him directly.

Still others didn’t like Mr. Hirschfeld’s connection to the bill, though
Mr. Hatch defended Ali’s lawyer.

“I don’t know what Hirschfeld would have to do with this other than
Hirschfeld would like to see something like this passed,” Mr. Hatch said.
“I like the man.  Everything I know about him has been straight up.”

What Mr. Hirschfeld said of the “Ali” phone calls:

He said there is a log of Ali’s calls.  He said there were not 50 calls to
Mr. Specter’s appointments secretary, Sylvia Nolde.  “A half-dozen times,
max,” he said.

Of Ali calls seeking relief for Mr. Hirschfeld from the Norfolk prosecutor:
“Ali never told me about that.” 

“When people say, ‘Ali called me a half-dozen times,’ they might have seen
him once in the subway.”

The telephone Ali wouldn’t shut up.  But in person, Ali had no idea what the
phone Ali had said.

On the phone with various political contacts, Ali said the people of Utah
are fortunate to have Orrin Hatch.  He said Stephen Saltzburg is a neighbor
and that he spoke to the professor’s class once.  He said he met Richard
Hirschfeld through John Wayne, the movie man. He said he rides horses with
Mr. Hirschfeld.

The Ali voice said he had talked to former Attorney General Edwin Meese III
and Senators Thurmond, Kennedy, Specter, Hatch and Warner (“My real special
friend”).

The voice said of George Bush:  “I told George Bush if he needs me, I’ll be
there. . . .  I’m going to campaign for George Bush, do anything I can to
help him win because I think he’s the most qualified man for the job.  He’s
got a lot of experience.  He’s familiar with the negotiations with the
Russians.”

Nine days later, the real Ali rested in bed in a Salt Lake City hotel.  He
had little to say about politics.  In bed, he couldn’t remember how he had
met Mr. Hirschfeld.  He said he doesn’t ride horses.

Ali tugged the bedsheet to his chin.  He fluffed up two pillows.  He let his
head fall back and his eyes fall shut.  His voice was a whisper.

A man by Ali’s bed asked about his interest in politics.

Ali mumbled.  “It’s important the right people be in office.  I think Dan
Quayle is - what’s his name? -”  Then he remembered. “ - and Bush. The best people.”

He said he called Mr. Kennedy.  But when asked about other calls, Ali said,
“I’d rather not talk about people I called.”

He said it was an honor for him that he could go anywhere and see anyone.
He named former President Jimmy Carter, President Reagan, former Soviet
President Leonid I. Brezhnev, Pope John Paul II, former President Lyndon B.
Johnson, Col. Moammar Gadhafi of Libya, the Shah of Iran and Zaire
President Mobutu Sese Seko.

“I’m not boxing now.  All the boxers are dead, finished.  My opponents, where
they at now?  I’m still climbing.  People start believing now.  The greatest
boxer of all history.  All the New York officials said.  The greatest of all
time.  They said that.  No bragging, no hollering.  Can you picture that?  From
Louisville.  I’m proud of that, too.  Louisville, Kentucky.  The world’s most
recognized face.”

A con man named Harold Smith once embezzled $21.3 million from Wells Fargo
Bank to promote fights in Ali’s name.  No one blamed that on Ali, just as no
blamed him for Richard Hirschfeld’s boxing camp.

Ali pointed upward.  “Allah is around to protect me.  Look at Vietnam, the
name changing, the bad writeups, they don’t hurt me.  My health problems,
does it hurt me?  The fights I lost, the Black Muslim talk.  It don’t hurt
me.  Nobody’s shooting at me.  I don’t need security.  I walk through
airports.  Allah.  Who else?”

It was 10 o’clock in Salt Lake City on Sept. 1.  Ali was in bed. The local
TV news came on.  There was Ali on the screen, the world’s most recognized
face, mugging on the campaign trail with a senator from Utah.  Ali sat up in
bed.  He watched himself.  From somewhere in Ali’s suite, Richard Hirschfeld
had come to turn on the TV.  The lawyer left without speaking.

Political poetry by “Ali,” Part III: 

“I don’t wear any particular label,

“I’ll support any man who’s honest and able.”

On Sept. 8, Ali refused to say yes or no when a reporter asked if he had
made the political telephone calls.  Ali said, “The calls I’m making and the
people I’m talking to is not for the press.”

Ali sat at lunch in a Washington hotel.  He ate a salad.  Between bites, he
said he had decided to do no more interviews. “My image is going to be
totally different from boxing.”

When a reporter pressed Ali for an answer about Mr. Hirschfeld - the
reporter said, “I think Richie’s been imitating your voice all year in
phone calls to politicians and reporters” - Ali said, “How’s Richie gonna
talk like me? . . . Sounds crazy.  Sounds crazy, don’t it?”

Then Ali said, “I smell trouble.”

Ali said he had never heard that Mr. Hirschfeld imitated his voice.  Nor, he
said, did he have to defend himself. “I’m through talking about it.”

Only he wasn’t through.  Ali seemed to enjoy the confrontation.  The reporter
asked if Ali had called newspapers such as The Washington Post, and Ali
snapped an answer: “As soon as I made the call, they printed it.”

“Ali, it’s strange.”

“What is so strange? People just don’t believe I got that much sense.  I’m
through with boxing.”

Ali said he had called senators Hatch and Kennedy, former Kentucky Gov.
John Y. Brown Jr. and Jimmy Carter.  “And I called Ronald Reagan, but I
didn’t get through.”

Ali said he wanted to run for president.  “I’m serious.”  He said he would
help change the world, feed the homeless, do right for all the countries
the United States has wronged.  “Get a whole staff.  To advise me on what to
do. . . . I make the final decisions.  I’m hanging around Washington now,
talking to senators, governors, trying to get a private meeting with Reagan.

“The world needs a president who is sincere and will fulfill his promises.
All you need is people to vote for you.  People know I won’t lie.  I fear God
too much to lie.” 

Any misgivings about him as a politician, Ali said, are understandable. 
“I’ve never portrayed the image I am now.  It’s shocking people that I’m in
Washington.  Like, ‘A boxer. Cassius Clay, a Louisville, Kentucky, boy, he
can’t have that kind of sense.’ If you’re a Muslim, you gotta be intelligent.”

It’s been a trick all along, Ali said.  “For 25 years, I never let people know 

all my knowledge. I tricked ‘em. I made ‘em think things that weren’t
true.”

The reporter said, “One political question, Ali.  Why did you favor the Fair
Housing Act and what arguments did you use to change Orrin Hatch’s mind?”

Ali sat silent.  Then: “I’m calling somebody else tomorrow about the drug
bill and I’m calling somebody on the bums problems in the streets.”

Three weeks later, in private conversations with two friends on two
successive days, Ali denied making any political phone calls, those friends
told the Journal-Constitution.  One quoted Ali as saying, “You know I didn’t
call any politicians.”

In interviews on Sept. 15 and 16, Mr. Hirschfeld was evasive about the
phone calls. He stirred the pot with confusion as well.

He seemed to suggest that the political action campaign was Ali’s idea;
that Ali had a political staff of advisers, and that only Ali spoke to the
U.S. senators while someone else spoke to other people.  After raising these
points, Mr. Hirschfeld refused to elaborate.

On Sept. 15, in tones of voice ranging from defiance to anger, Mr.
Hirschfeld said of Ali’s political activity, “I can tell you why it’s
happening, but I think you’ll destroy him if I tell you why. . . .  Why
don’t you do this?  Why don’t you write a story castigating me, saying I’m a
terrible, diabolical, satanic person if you want.  But leave Ali alone, OK?
He’s a good person.”

Mr. Hirschfeld also said: “ . . . You’re going to ruin it for him. . . . If
he created it on his own ingenuity and his own ability and his own
intellect and I didn’t create it for him as much as you’d like to think I
did or as much as you’d like to think I hired somebody to - it’s just not .
. . .” Mr. Hirschfeld stopped.

He was asked what he meant by saying Ali created it on his ingenuity.  Did
he mean that Ali called Mr. Hatch, that Ali called Mr. Warner and talked to
them 40 minutes on the Fair Housing Act? 

“He’s done quite a few things that are a feather in his cap and you don’t
want to acknowledge it. So . . .”

Well, what . . . 

“But he’s on top of something right now that is the biggest thing he’s ever
been on top of in his life.”

Well, what is it?

“Isn’t that incredible?  Do you think he just happens to be in the Senate
to, for example, to endear people to me?  Because you think I want to get
credit for having brought him in?  You’re a fool . . . if you believe that.
I just want you to know that.  On the record.  You’re a fool.”

Mr. Hirschfeld would not define “the biggest thing” in Ali’s life.

The next morning, the proposition was put to Mr. Hirschfeld that he or
someone at his direction had done Ali’s voice to create a Capitol Hill
scam.  Mr. Hirschfeld said, “I’m not even going to dignify that.”

Well, so what’s this “biggest thing” Ali’s ever been on top of in his life?

“He’s getting involved in politics in a big way.” 

What about the Hatch bill?  Could it mean a lot of money to Ali?

“If we say it does, again you’ll ruin him.”  Mr. Hirschfeld said the Hatch
bill’s importance is that the injustice suffered by Ali not be repeated
against other people. 

He insisted that Ali the politician is a reality.  He also said Ali doesn’t
do it all himself, that Ali has people who “advise him on political issues
when he feels he needs advice, where he’s not well studied.”  Ali may read
from notes on the phone, the lawyer suggested. 

“Is there anything wrong with the president having a speechwriter?  Ali
can’t have aides write for and help him? . . . Is there anything wrong with
a president having his aides assist him in formulating policy? . . .
Anything wrong, by analogy, in having people formulate ideas for Ali to
accept or reject, if he so chooses, to assimilate with his own thoughts?”

Asked for examples of such assistance, Mr. Hirschfeld gave one. He said Ali
asked him to prepare information on the Fair Housing Act.

So there’s no fakery in Ali the politician?

Mr. Hirschfeld:  “To my knowledge, Ali and only Ali has spoken to senators.
When the senators talk to Ali, they’re speaking to Muhammad Ali . . . .”

What?  Does that mean if it’s not a senator on the phone, it might not be
Ali talking?

No answer from Mr. Hirschfeld, who walked away. 

If neither Ali nor Mr. Hirschfeld was willing to say flatly that Ali had
made the political phone calls, their reluctance did not extend to Mr.
Hatch, Utah’s junior senator.

On Sept. 21, Mr. Hatch said he believed that the phone Ali was the real
Ali.  “I’ve cross-checked,” he said. “I talked to Ali in person about things
we’ve discussed on the telephone.”

Mr. Hatch said he has spent hours with Ali, face-to-face, talking about
politics, religion, history and philosophy.

“Now, that’s not saying Ali is a Soren Kierkegaard.  He’s not a highly
educated person.  But he is self-educated and he is a very bright guy.  He’s
street smart.”

The senator said it would be wrong to report an Ali sound-alike deceiving
the U.S. Senate.  “It would be wrongful sensationalism.”

He thinks Mr. Hirschfeld and Ali make a good team.  “My experience has been
that Richie has been a tremendous asset for Ali.  He has done a terrific job
for him.  Ali loves Richie, and Richie has merited that love.”

He couldn’t wait to land:

Ali called a county attorney from an airplane seeking his help on the
Saltzburg appointment.

It began on June 9 when The Washington Post printed its front-page story
about Ali the politician.

On Sept. 1 in a hotel bed in Salt Lake City, Ali spoke of politics, though
superficially.  On Sept. 8, Ali said he may run for president. “I’m
serious.” On neither occasion did Ali make direct answers to direct
questions about well-publicized political statements that the Ali voice had
made.

After the two interviews with Mr. Hirschfeld, the Journal-Constitution made
dozens of phone calls to Ali’s friends and associates, seeking information,
trying to arrange one more meeting with Ali.  No meeting was arranged.  But
on Nov. 7, Ali was at ringside for the Ray Leonard-Donny Lalonde fight in
Las Vegas. That night, for the first time, Ali made a direct answer to a
direct question about the political phone calls.

A Journal-Constitution reporter approached Ali and said: “Ali, I’ve gotta
talk to you about politics again.”

The former champion whispered:  “You’re gonna get your ass sued.”

“What?”

“You’re gonna get your ass sued.”

“I just want to get the story right, Ali.”

“That Jewish lawyer’s gonna sue your ass.”

“OK.  But I gotta ask you again.  Did you make those political phone calls?”

Ali said:  “I didn’t call ‘em.  No.  Why would a Black Muslim mess with
politicians? I don’t care.”

“Did you know the calls were being made?’’

Ali shook his head no.

“No idea?”

He shook his head again.

“Who made the calls?” 

Ali indicated he didn’t know.  The reporter suggested that Victor Sorano and
Arthur Morrison, two men who have had business dealings with Ali, do Ali’s
voice.

“Yeah,” Ali said, “they sound just like me.”

“What about Richie?  People have told me he sounds just like you too.”

“Naw.  He’s white,” Ali said.  “How could he sound like me?”

“But people have told me . . .”

“I can’t see Richie doing it.” 

At that point, the movie star Sylvester Stallone and his companions moved
between Ali and the reporter, ending the interview before Ali could be
asked why he made the trips to Washington if he knew nothing about the
telephone calls.  A longtime friend, Gene Kilroy, had a theory:  “Hirschfeld
just told him the senators wanted to see him, so Ali went along.”  Another
member of Ali’s entourage for two decades, Lloyd Wells, said:  “Ali would
just let Richie do it.”

Angelo Dundee, Ali’s trainer his entire career, said he doesn’t believe Ali
knowingly would take part in a political deception but would go along with
any request from a friend.  “He doesn’t care about what happens to him.  He’s
that way.  He’s the softest touch in the world, the nicest guy you’ll ever
meet.  He leads with his heart, and people use him, and if it helps them,
OK, he doesn’t care.” 

Informed of Ali’s ringside comments, Mr. Hirschfeld said he would have
nothing to say except through legal channels.  On Nov. 17,
Journal-Constitution lawyers sent Mr. Hirschfeld 10 questions dealing with
his and Ali’s political activities this year.

By letter dated Dec. 6, Mr. Hirschfeld acknowledged receipt of the
questions but did not answer them. Mr. Hirschfeld said he asked Ali about
the ringside interview and asked Ali “if he ever made any denial whatsoever
. . . regarding those telephone calls in question, to which Mr. Ali emphatically 

stated, `No, absolutely not!’ “

Mr. Hirschfeld’s letter suggested that the newspaper’s reporting may be
“motivated by racism or some other form of prejudice.”  The lawyer said the
Journal-Constitution’s reporter “is hell bent on keeping Muhammad Ali in
his place . . . i.e., the sports arena.”

Utah’s Mr. Hatch instructed press aide Jeanne Lopatto to tell the
Journal-Constitution:  “Well, Ali’s been a great help to me and my campaign.
Ali’s an intelligent man who acts on his own.”

Mr. Thurmond’s press secretary, Christopher Simpson, said the South
Carolina senator had no reason to doubt he had spoken to the real Ali on
the phone because Ali himself visited the senator’s office.  While saying
that Mr. Hirschfeld did most of the talking on those visits, Mr. Simpson
said Mr. Thurmond saw nothing unusual in a lawyer speaking for his client.

Mr. Biden refused comment on Ali’s Nov. 7 statement, and Senators Kennedy,
Specter and Warner did not return reporters’ phone calls.

Ms. Nolde, appointments secretary to Mr. Specter, said she didn’t believe
any senator would admit to doubts about Ali.

She said, “You won’t get any of them saying anything about it.  How would it
make them look?  Nobody wants to look like a fool.  What good would it do
anybody to comment on it?  It looks bad, like they’re attacking Ali.  I think
people will just let it die.  It’ll go away by itself and you won’t hear his
name mentioned anymore.”

 

Photo:  In testimony before a House subcommittee, where Mr. Hirschfeld
supplied this photo of himself and Mr. Marcos, Mr. Hirschfeld said he tape
recorded conversations with Mr. Marcos so he could report an invasion plot
to the U.S. government.
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