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What is Your Red Bike Moment? 
 

 Ages:  10 - 21 
 Arts & Culture Disciplines:  Literature/Poetry/Writing, Museum, Visual Arts 

 

Description 

 
What is your "Red Bike Moment?" When Muhammad Ali—then Cassius Marcellus 
Clay—was twelve years old, a thief stole his new red Schwinn bicycle outside of the 
annual Louisville Home Show. Yet, this moment of loss transformed into opportunity of 
great significance in Ali's life. Through this offering, students will find out how Ali’s stolen 
bike became a catalyst for his boxing career and set him on the pathway to discover his 
purpose in life at an early age. Students will discover their own "Red Bike Moments" 
and will utilize Ali’s story as motivation for positive thought and action. 

Background 

When Muhammad Ali—then Cassius Marcellus Clay—was twelve years old, a thief 
stole his new red Schwinn bicycle outside of the annual Louisville Home Show. Clay, in 
tears, found a policeman to report the crime to and stated that he wanted to “whup” the 
thief who stole his bike. 

Serendipitously, the policeman was Sergeant Joe Martin, who trained boxers. He 
encouraged Clay to learn how to fight before looking for retaliation. Martin’s gym was in 
the basement of the same building they were standing in. Clay showed up the next day 
to start training and he spent the next six years under Martin. 
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Had young Cassius not been the victim of a stolen bicycle AND had he not taken the 
advice of the police officer, his life would certainly have taken a different path. Cassius 
Clay’s stolen bike became a catalyst for his boxing career and illustrates by example 
how Cassius found his purpose in life at an early age. 

What is a Red Bike Moment? 

This experience involving his stolen bike became the first pivotal moment in 
Muhammad’s life; it became his “Red Bike Moment.” © 

Most of us can reflect on our own personal history and identify a transformational event 
in our lives that occurred because of a challenge or some type of adversity. 

As his world view grew through the opportunities boxing afforded him, Muhammad Ali 
experienced an awakening and began to seriously consider the realities of racial 
tensions in America and the effects of segregation and integration. At a very young age, 
Muhammad made a conscious decision to use boxing as a platform for social justice 
and peacemaking on a global basis. Muhammad Ali utilized his “Red Bike Moment” to 
fight a different kind of fight that persisted while still in the ring, and continued until his 
passing in June, 2016. 

Muhammad Ali Center 

A significant component of the Muhammad Ali Center’s mission is to preserve and 
promote Muhammad Ali’s legacy. Using the “Red Bike Moment” is a symbolic approach 
to fulfilling the Center’s mission in a way that connects in both graphic and tangible 
ways. 

The Muhammad Ali Center encourages people to connect with and to share the notion 
of the “Red Bike Moment” in their own lives. The Center provides opportunities that  
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afford volunteer programs, charitable collaborations, on-site interactive exhibits, 
educational forums and activities, community partnerships, and other events that share 
and reinforce “Red Bike Moments” in and outside the walls of the Ali Center. Using 
Muhammad Ali’s own story as motivation for positive thought and action are the 
powerful features that will advance individual development and humanitarian causes, 
one person at a time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.fundforthearts.org/CulturalLouRecovery


 
 

www.fundforthearts.org/CulturalLouRecovery 
 
 

                                                                                                                        
 

Activity:  Ali in His Own Words 
 
Instructions:  The following excerpt was written by Muhammad Ali in The Soul of a 
Butterfly (2004).  Read the excerpt and circle or highlight examples in the text where 
Muhammad talks about any of the 6 Core Principles that guided his journey:  
Confidence, Conviction, Dedication, Giving, Respect, and Spirituality.   
 
“I discovered my way at the age of twelve.  Lance Armstrong...recently 
wrote a book called ‘It’s Not About the Bike.’  Well, for me it was all 
about the bike.” 
 
“It was the winter of 1954; I just received my red-and-white Schwinn 
bike for Christmas. A friend and I rode our bikes over to the Louisville 
Home Show at Columbia Auditorium. There was an annual Black 
bazaar going on, and we spent the day picking up free samples of 
food, popcorn, and candy.  When it was time to go home, I discovered 
my bike was gone. 
 
I was so upset I went looking for the police to report it.  Someone 
directed me down to the gym run by a local policeman named Joe 
Martin, who was teaching young boys to box in his spare time.  I told 
Mr. Martin that I was gonna whup whoever stole my bike.  I was half 
crying and probably didn’t look to convincing.  I remember Mr. Martin 
telling me, “Well, you better learn how to fight before you start 
challenging people that you’re gonna whup.” 
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I joined Mr. Martin’s gym and began boxing with a vengeance.  All of my spare time was 
spent on training; I was the first one in the gym, and the last to leave. Boxing kept me 
out of trouble.  I trained six days a week and never drank or smoked cigarettes. 
 
From the beginning, I was determined to be the best boxer.  I knew that meant I was 
going to have to stay focused and work hard.  I can remember one occasion when I was 
in the gymnasium sparring with another kid, named Willy Moran.  Willy was a hard hitter 
who later turned pro. Anyway, I had just finished talking to Mr. Martin about wanting to 
get a scooter.  When I got into the ring, I was still thinking about what color it was going 
to be.  I thought red would be nice.  Then all of a sudden, Boom!  I blacked out.  I had 
been knocked out cold.  When I woke up, the first thing I said was, “Which way was the 
scooter going when it hit me?” 
 
That’s when I learned the importance of remaining focused.  Soon there-after, I had my 
first amateur fight. I was twelve years old and weighed about ninety pounds.  I can  
remember walking down the aisle with my father, headed for the ring.  When I looked up 
to see who I was fighting, my eyes widened.  It was another beginner named Ronnie 
O’Keefe.  He was a White boy who was a little bigger and a little older than I was.  I was 
scared to death.  I looked up at my dad and said, “Cash, do you see who I’m fighting?” 
 
Cash looked me in the eye. “Yes, and we’re going to whup him.” Hearing my father say 
that inspired me.  Suddenly, I felt good, I had my dad in my corner and I won my first 
fight. 
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Activity:  Mentorship 
 
Officer Joe Martin is arguably one of the most critical individuals of influence in 
Muhammad’s life.  In fact, when giving her eulogy at Muhammad’s memorial service on 
June 10, 2016, Lonnie Ali (Muhammad’s wife) stated, “We cannot forget a Louisville 
police officer, Joe Elsby Martin, who embraced a young 12-year-old boy in distress 
when his bicycle was stolen. Joe Martin handed young Cassius Clay the keys to a 
future in boxing he could scarcely have imagined. America must never forget that when 
a cop and an inner-city kid talk to each other, then miracles can happen.”  
 
Thought Questions: 
 
What is the importance of having mentors and being a mentor to others.  Think about 
the following questions: 
 

 What role(s) did Officer Joe Martin play for a young Cassius Clay?   What is 
Officer Martin an important part of Muhammad Ali’s story? 

 Why do you think Lonnie specifically mentioned Officer Martin in her eulogy for 
Muhammad?  

 In your own words, what did Lonnie mean when she stated, “America must never 
forget that when a cop and an inner-city kid talk to each other, then miracles can 
happen”? 

 What role does Muhammad’s father “Cash” play in this story?  Even though 
“Cash” was not stepping in the ring, he told his son “we’re going to whup him.”  
What did he mean and why is this moment significant? 

 
Watch the following videos:   
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The History Channel’s “Drawn History: The Story of Muhammad Ali  
https://youtu.be/j4Yce78KJwE 
 
Lonnie Ali’s eulogy of her husband, Muhammad Ali, at his memorial serviced on June 
10, 2016, in Louisville, KY. 
https://youtu.be/4h4-QHSUPOQ 
 
Activity:  Write a letter or draw a picture to thank someone who has been a mentor to 
you.  Share your work with the Muhammad Ali Center by emailing 
education@alicenter.org. 
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Activity:  Dedication 
 
Muhammad Ali was just 12 years old when he first stepped foot into a boxing ring.  Yet, 
he instantly fell in love with the sport and decided to dedicate himself to being the 
greatest boxer he could be.  Muhammad was not born a boxer; he was not born with a 
particular skill set or physical prowess.  Muhammad became “The Greatest” by making 
the most of the opportunity that was presented to him through dedication, hard work, 
and perseverance. Between the ages of 12 and 18, Muhammad Ali (Cassius Clay) won 
6 Kentucky Gold Gloves, 2 National Golden Glove Titles, and 1 AAU National 
Championship on his way to winning a Gold Medal at the 1960 Rome Olympic Games.   
 
Thought Questions: 
 

 How did Muhammad show dedication to his goal of being the greatest boxer he 
could be? 

 What sacrifices do you think Muhammad had to make to “train six day a week?”  

 Like Muhammad, what could you achieve over the next 6 years if you show the 
same type of dedication?   

 
 
Activity:  Write down one goal that you would like to achieve by the time you graduate 
from high school.  What steps do you need to take to achieve that goal?  Share your 
answers with the Ali Center by emailing education@alicenter.org.  
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Activity—My Red Bike Moment: 
 
Muhammad Ali’s “Red Bike Moment” was a significant moment of growth in his life.  
State or write Muhammad Ali’s famous quote “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee!” 
which he used to describe his fast feet and ferocious hits in the ring.  People have the 
opportunity to change and grow throughout their lives.  In fact, Muhammad famously 
said in his autobiography “A man who sees the world at 50 the same way he did at 20 
has lived a wasted 30 years of his life.”   
 
Thought Questions:  
 

 How was Muhammad’s Red Bike Moment a time of change/metamorphosis in his 
life?    

 What would have happened if Muhammad had turned down Joe Martin’s offer to 
train at the Columbia Gym?  

 In the story, when did Muhammad experience fear and how did he respond to 
that fear? Who guided him in that moment and what was the outcome? 

 Muhammad states, “For me, it was all about the bike.”  What does he mean?  
Why was this single negative moment in his life (his bike being stolen) so 
significant for him? 

 Muhammad made the choice to turn a negative situation into an opportunity to 
change his life for the better.  How did his choice impact others?   

 
Think about your Red Bike Moment(s)—when a challenge produced a transformational 
event in your life.   Reflect on the people, like Joe Martin, who have helped you along 
the way.  
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Activity: Write a story that shares your “Red Bike Moment.”  Some examples may 
include:  1) a time when you turned a negative situation into a positive outcome; 2) not 
shutting the door on opportunity;  3) connecting with a mentor; 4) determination in the 
face of hardship; 5) conquering fear;  6) seizing the moment; and 7) triumph.   
 
Share your “Red Bike Moment” by emailing the Ali Center at education@alicenter.org.   
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