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For Jackie, Larry, Willie, Campy, Monte, Hank, Ernie, and Minnie: They turned seventy-eight years of baseball’s injustice into a collective triumph of the human spirit.




INTRODUCTION


A FEW DAYS AFTER THE 2000 “SUBWAY” WORLD SERIES BETWEEN the Yankees and the Mets I got a call from my agent with an intriguing book proposal. “Larry Doby wants to write his autobiography,” he said. “He’s never told his story, and he specifically wants to know if you would be interested in doing it with him.”


I was both interested and flattered. As a player—a renowned slugger for the Cleveland Indians and Chicago White Sox from 1947 to ’58—Doby was one of the heroes of my fifties youth. It was only long after he’d retired and gone to work as a special assistant for American League President Gene Budig, however, that I got to know him as a friend. I interviewed him a few times at his office on the twenty-ninth floor of the Major League Baseball headquarters at 350 Park Avenue in Manhattan, where the subject invariably always got back to his trials in 1947, when he became the second black player in baseball and first in the American League, and then the joy of 1954, when his Indians won an AL record 111 games, dethroned the five-straight world champion Yankees, and went on to play Willie Mays’s Giants in the first World Series that featured players of color on both teams.


“You know all those stories about ’47 and ’54,” Doby was saying when my agent, Rob Wilson, and I visited him at his house in Montclair, New Jersey. “Well, now I want to put them in a book so they’re there—for the record.”


“They need to be, Larry,” I said. “Everybody knows Jackie’s story. But not enough people know yours.”


Doby smiled in appreciation. We shook hands and agreed to talk further to put a proposal together. What I didn’t tell him was that for years I had wanted to write a book about the 1954 season, about how it was a watershed season for baseball in so many ways. For Doby, it was his peak season as he led the American League in home runs and RBI and, on the last day of July, made what witnesses said was one of the greatest catches ever by a center fielder. But seven years after Jackie Robinson had broken the baseball color line, 1954 was also a triumphant season for black players—and, in a larger sense, for baseball and the country as a whole.


For if Doby was the dominant player in the American League, Mays certainly emerged as the preeminent player in the National League, only with a flair and boyish innocence that all fans, black and white, quickly came to embrace. In blazing their own parallel trails, however, Robinson’s and Doby’s personalities did not lend themselves to affection from the fans. Jackie was outspoken and confrontational, whereas Larry was introverted and seemingly always angry. But affection was not what they were seeking; rather, they wanted acceptance and respect and in that regard, they accomplished their mission for all their black brethren.


Mays, however, was almost instantly beloved in 1954, much of that due to how seemingly easy it was for him to live up to the effusive buildup from his Giants manager, Leo Durocher. He just didn’t realize it. He didn’t want to know about race issues or social injustice, and he seemed immune to the indignities and epithets the other players of his race had to endure. All he wanted was to play.


Nearly sixty years later, when I interviewed Mays for this book, he had not changed. We were sitting in a room off the lobby of the Otesaga Hotel in Cooperstown, New York, during one of the Hall of Fame weekends. When I posed my first question to him about the ’54 Giants championship team’s unusual dynamic for that time, in which the core players were composed of so many white players from the South and three blacks—Mays, Monte Irvin, and Hank Thompson—he quickly cut me off. “I ain’t talkin’ about race,” Mays said. “I’ll talk about anything else you want—the games, the World Series, Leo, whatever. But I don’t ever talk about race.”


As Monte Irvin told me, none of those Giants talked about race. It just wasn’t an issue with them, even if baseball, seven years after Jackie’s breakthrough, was still in its infancy when it came to integration, with half of the sixteen teams still without a black player at the end of the ’53 season.


By contrast, Doby eagerly wanted to talk about it after holding back for so many years for fear of being portrayed as someone bitter toward baseball. When he was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1998, it was almost as though he’d been liberated. At that time he said, “I never thought I was overshadowed. Mr. Robinson was first, but he gave me the opportunity, so he should have gotten everything he got. I feel I’ve been rewarded for my merits, turning negatives into positives, as well as for my statistics.”


In our subsequent conversations after that initial session in his house, Doby talked about the private pain of not being allowed to stay in the same hotel with his Indians’ teammates during spring training, a policy that was changed in 1954, and the solitude on the road when none of his teammates invited him to play cards on the trains or simply hang out with them.


Race wasn’t something that was talked about much in baseball in 1954. It was as though all the resistance to integration of the game and the accompanying taunts, slights, and verbal abuse toward black players from fans and other players and managers had mostly been played out in the first few years of Robinson’s and Doby’s lonely vigils. But whether baseball and America realized it, 1954 was the launching pad for a new era, when the dominant players in baseball were to be blacks and Hispanics. This was the essence of the book I’d envisioned. Besides Mays and Doby, Hank Aaron and Ernie Banks both made auspicious debuts in the major leagues in 1954, and even though they were ultimately not able to be factors in the pennant race, this book would have been very incomplete without their stories of their rookie seasons and how they got there.


The same goes for Roberto Clemente, who made his major league debut in 1955 and went on to become the first Hispanic player elected to the Hall of Fame. His story also began in 1954. I kind of stumbled across it in the summer of 1996 when I traveled to Waldoboro, Maine, to visit Clyde Sukeforth, the then-ninety-four-year-old former scout who’d signed Jackie Robinson for the Dodgers fifty years earlier. During the course of relating all the details of being sent to Chicago by Dodgers president Branch Rickey to look at Robinson and bring him back to Brooklyn, Sukeforth told of a similar assignment from Rickey in 1954, when both were working together again with the Pittsburgh Pirates. That assignment was to check out a pitcher on the Dodgers’ Triple A team in Montreal, only instead, Sukeforth said with a wry grin, he discovered Clemente, whom the Dodgers were keeping under wraps because he was not protected on their forty-man roster and, thus, subject to the winter draft.


I regret that I never got to write Larry Doby’s autobiography. We both got sidetracked after those initial interview sessions, and then, in 2002, he was stricken with cancer and too ill to work on a book. He passed away June 18, 2003. At Doby’s memorial service six days later Joe Morgan, the African American Hall of Fame second baseman, delivered one of the eulogies. “Larry was never negative,” Morgan said. “Without guys like Larry, what Jackie started would not have finished the way it has.”


Although Doby never got to write his memoir, I would hope I was at least able to honor his memory by telling the best part of it in 1954.


—Bill Madden,    


November 8, 2013    




PROLOGUE


ONE WEEK BEFORE THE START OF THE 1954 BASEBALL SEASON AND nearly seven months after the American League approved the transfer of the St. Louis Browns to Baltimore, the city’s hotel operators met with Maryland governor Theodore B. McKeldin and his Commission on Interracial Problems to discuss segregation in Baltimore’s hotels. It was a heated meeting, during which the governor fervently attempted to make his case that, with Baltimore having now officially become a “big league” city, it needed to adapt to the changing times in America. As the only city in the league holding firm to segregation in its hotels, McKeldin argued, Baltimore and the state of Maryland stood to become the target for “a lot of unfavorable nationwide publicity.”


His plea fell on deaf ears. At the conclusion of the meeting the hotel operators refused to lift their restrictions against Negro patrons. Charles D. Harris, the attorney for the hotel operators, countered McKeldin’s argument by stating, “The hotels are in the business of making a profit, which they stand to lose if they go along with public opinion.”


Joe Durham, one of only two black players on that first Baltimore Orioles team—and the only one by the time he was called up from their Double A minor league team in San Antonio with two and a half weeks left in the season—remembered the strange experience of arriving in the big leagues and finding it not unlike the indignities that were part of life for the Negro in the minor league tank towns. As he stated in a 2013 interview:


I got in late at night from San Antonio and checked into the Southern Hotel, which was the hotel the Orioles put all their players up. The next morning when I went downstairs to have breakfast, a black bellhop came up to me and asked: “How did you get in here?” When I told him, he quickly ushered me out the door to a house on Prestman Street in the black neighborhood, and I then got a room at the all-black York Hotel. I’m probably the first black person to stay in a segregated Baltimore hotel! Those three weeks at the York in September were a very lonely experience and I was grateful that one of my teammates, Don Larsen, would pick me up every day at the Casino nightclub, around the corner from the York, and drive me to and from the ballpark.


Though he grew up in Newport News, Virginia, which was considered as much a “Jim Crow” city as Baltimore, Durham was amazed at just how intolerant the newest major league city still was toward blacks. “Even in Newport News they had done away with separate drinking fountains and the policy of not allowing blacks to try on clothes in the department stores,” said Durham, who spent parts of three seasons in the big leagues and then went on to have a forty-year career with the Orioles as a batting practice pitcher, minor league instructor, and in their community relations department.


Desegregation would not come to Baltimore’s hotels until 1957, when the Sheraton Belvedere in the historic Mount Vernon section of Baltimore became the first hotel in the city to admit black patrons. Meanwhile, for the first three years of the Orioles’ existence Negro players on the visiting clubs were all obliged to stay either at the York or at the homes of friends of the black porters they knew from the trains.


Ironically, when, on May 17, 1954, the US Supreme Court issued its landmark decision in the Brown vs. Board of Education case, outlawing segregation of white and Negro children in public schools solely on the basis of race, Baltimore was the first southern city to integrate its schools. Change was in the wind in America, in which blacks and whites would now be able to attend the same schools and compete on the same athletic teams together, but as baseball had already vividly demonstrated, it would be slow in coming.


For now, seven years after Jackie Robinson broke the color line in baseball that had existed since the game’s origin in 1876, half of the sixteen major league clubs—the New York Yankees, Pittsburgh Pirates, Boston Red Sox, Detroit Tigers, Cincinnati Reds, St. Louis Cardinals, Philadelphia Phillies, and Washington Senators—still had not integrated as of spring training 1954. In September of ’53 the Chicago Cubs, owned by chewing gum magnate Phil Wrigley, finally broke their color line by signing Kansas City Monarchs shortstop Ernie Banks, generally acknowledged as the preeminent player in the Negro Leagues, and immediately bringing him to the big leagues, and the Philadelphia Athletics did likewise when they brought up Bob Trice, a twenty-four-year-old right-handed pitcher whom they’d signed as a pitcher/third baseman from the Homestead Grays of the Negro Leagues.


Both Banks and Trice expressed reservations about leaving the Negro Leagues and going into the mostly all-white majors, as neither of them had known anything else but playing with players of color. Were it not for the money, they both said, the major leagues had no special appeal. In 1954, however, their careers took drastic different turns. Years later Banks cited the fact that he was able to break in with Gene Baker, whom the Cubs had signed out of the Negro Leagues a few years earlier. As his second-base partner, roommate, and mentor, Baker had made it far more easy for him to perform to the superior ability he’d shown with the Monarchs. By contrast, Trice, after leading the International League in victories with the A’s Triple A Ottawa farm team in ’53, found life in the major leagues to be trying. Though pitching fairly well, with a 7–8 record for a seventh-place team, Trice, after a horrendous outing on July 11, when he was pounded for ten hits and nine runs in just three and a third innings, asked the A’s to demote him back to Ottawa. In the beginning Trice was happy. The A’s hired former Negro Leagues standout third baseman Judy Johnson as a spring training coach, assigned primarily to work and hang out with Trice. But Johnson was not retained once the season began, and Trice invariably found himself alone on the road and without a willing mentor and companion. Trice said,


I planned to make this move anyway. I would’ve asked to be sent back to Ottawa even if I’d won. Everybody I’ve talked to says I’m crazy and maybe I am. I figure that in the long run this is what’s best for me. I can’t seem to win here in my present frame of mind and the team shouldn’t miss me. Things are different in the minors where everybody’s trying to improve himself. A fellow can go an hour or two early to the park and shag flies and work on ground balls. In Philadelphia I couldn’t do that. With others using the field in the afternoon, everything has to be run according to schedule. In games I found everything has to be done according to form and I was never much for form. It got to the point where I couldn’t go into a game with the idea of getting the other side out. It just wasn’t fun anymore. It was work.


Trice spent the rest of ’54 at Ottawa, then returned to the majors briefly in ’55, appearing in four games for the Athletics, before returning to the minors for good. He drifted to the Mexican League in 1956 and then retired, never fulfilling the great promise he’d shown at Ottawa in ’53.


The number of integration holdout teams in the majors was reduced to five when the Pirates brought up second baseman Curt Roberts; the Reds added two outfielders, Chuck Harmon, an African American and Nino Escalera, a Negro Puerto Rican, to their ’54 Opening Day roster; and the Cardinals promoted first baseman Tom Alston. The additions of Roberts, Harmon, Escalera, and Alston brought the total to twenty-seven black players, out of the 448 major leaguers, on the Opening Day rosters in 1954. Integration of baseball after Jackie Robinson’s breakthrough with the Brooklyn Dodgers had been but a trickle as opposed to the initial projections of a steady flow from the Negro Leagues and the sandlots.


In particular, in that group there were four Latin players who would have been banned because of the color of their skin: Cubans Minnie Miñoso of the White Sox and Sandy Amoros of the Dodgers, and Puerto Ricans Vic Power of the Athletics and Rubén Gómez of the Giants. In a 2013 interview Orlando Cepeda, the Hall of Fame slugger and Puerto Rican native whose father, Perucho, was an iconic hitter in the Puerto Rican leagues from 1938 to ’50 and a victim of the color line in Major League Baseball, told me, “The players who played with my father, who were my idols, like Minnie Miñoso, never knew why they couldn’t play in the majors, they just knew they couldn’t. And all the while I wondered, Who were these people who decided they couldn’t play? How did they make these distinctions who were and who weren’t white enough to be in Major League Baseball?”


For most of ’54 the newly minted Baltimore Orioles, who, as the previous St. Louis Browns, were one of the first teams to integrate with the signing of infielder Hank Thompson and outfielder Willard Brown out of the Negro Leagues in 1947, remained all white. The Orioles’ first black player, Jehosie “Jay” Heard, a diminutive (five feet seven, 145 pounds) thirty-four-year-old left-handed pitcher they’d signed out of the Negro Leagues in 1951, made his debut with them April 24, 1954, pitching one and a third innings of relief and retiring all four batters he faced in a game the Orioles were already trailing 10–0. He didn’t pitch again until May 28, when he hurled two more innings of relief, giving up six hits and five runs. In early June the Orioles demoted Heard to Triple A Portland in the Pacific Coast League, and he was never to return to the majors. It wasn’t until September 10, when they brought up Durham, that the Orioles had another black player. Durham wound up hitting .225 in forty at-bats that September as well as not only earning the distinction of being the first black player to homer for the Orioles but also, as he said, the first to stay in the segregated team hotel, if only briefly.


After their historic signing of Robinson from the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro Leagues in 1946, the Dodgers, under the direction of their visionary general manager, Branch Rickey, were the most aggressive team in 1954 in bringing black players to the big leagues, with six: Robinson, catcher Roy Campanella, pitchers Don Newcombe and Joe Black, outfielder Sandy Amoros and second baseman Jim Gilliam. Next were the Cleveland Indians with five—center fielder Larry Doby, first baseman Luke Easter, pitcher Dave Hoskins, and outfielders Dave Pope and Al Smith—and then the New York Giants with four: outfielders Willie Mays (who was returning from two years in the Army) and Monte Irvin, the aforementioned Hank Thompson (who had been subsequently released by the Browns) and Gómez, the Puerto Rican right-handed pitcher who the Yankees had previously released before he could reach the big leagues. It would also not be long into the ’54 season when two other first-year black players, Banks of the Cubs and twenty-year-old Henry Aaron with the Milwaukee Braves, began establishing themselves as future stars with uncommon power.


But although there could be little argument about the impact the black players had had on those three teams—the Dodgers won four pennants and finished second the other three times with Robinson and company over those seven years; the Giants won the pennant in ’51, Mays’s rookie year, then slumped to second and fifth the next two years without him, and the Indians won the world championship in Doby’s rookie year of 1948 and finished second behind the Yankees in ’51, ’52, and ’53 as the All-Star center fielder came into his own—there was still staunch resistance from teams, especially in the American League, led by the Yankees, to integrate. In addition, seven years later after Robinson’s breakthrough there remained an unspoken, unwritten quota—just like the color line itself—in baseball as to the number of black players clubs could have on their twenty-five-man roster, a quota that would have severe consequences for the Dodgers in 1954 regarding one of their top minor league prospects, Roberto Clemente.


By their sheer dominance—eighteen pennants and sixteen world championships from 1926 to ’53—and a superior scouting staff who for over a quarter-century had mined an incomparable gallery of future Hall of Fame talent, from Lou Gehrig in their own backyard at Columbia to Joe DiMaggio and Tony Lazzeri in San Francisco, Bill Dickey in Little Rock, Arkansas, Yogi Berra in St. Louis, Mickey Mantle in Oklahoma, and dozens of other perennial All-Stars, the Yankees did not see a need to drastically change course or their philosophy in the procuring of ballplayers. “We are not against bringing a Negro player to the major leagues,” insisted Yankees’ general manager, George Weiss, “but we won’t be pressured into bringing up just any Negro player. It has to be the right one.”


Meanwhile, during the summer of ’54 a book that garnered more and more attention as the baseball season wore on, if only perhaps for its apparent prescience, was a novel by Douglass Wallop entitled The Year the Yankees Lost the Pennant, which, later in the year, was transformed into both a movie and a Broadway musical, retitled Damn Yankees. It was about a fictional 1958 season in which Joe Boyd, a middle-aged real estate salesman and lifelong fan of the perennial losers, the Washington Senators, sells his soul to the devil in order to keep the Yankees from winning their tenth straight AL pennant and world championship. Wallop, born in Washington in 1920, was himself a lifelong Senators devotee and clearly believed the Yankee streak of five straight world championships from 1949 to ’53 was destined to go on interminably until or unless someone could find a way to stop them.


Little did he know, as his book moved steadily up the bestseller list, fueled no doubt by curiosity seekers not realizing it was fiction, the rise of the black superstars in baseball had already begun, eventually changing both Yankee attitudes and the game itself forever.




CHAPTER


1


POWER TO THE (OTHER) PEOPLE


ON A COLD, SNOW-SPRINKLED AFTERNOON, DECEMBER 16, 1953, George Weiss, the New York Yankees imperial general manager, summoned the local media to the Yankee offices at 745 Fifth Avenue in midtown Manhattan to announce an eleven-player trade, a deal that had been in the works soon after the Yankees had completed their fifth straight world championship season by again defeating their cross-borough rivals, the Brooklyn Dodgers in the World Series. The fifty-eight-year-old Weiss, who in 1948 assumed the Yankees general manager position from his mentor, legendary baseball executive Ed Barrow, had achieved the reputation of being one of the game’s most coldly efficient operatives, combining the Yankees’ superior scouting and player development system with hard-line, unsentimental judgments of his players’ abilities and worth as well as a knack for prying the best players from the secondary teams in baseball through judicious trades in which, invariably, the return sacrifice in players was largely inconsequential.


On the surface this appeared to be another of those deals.


“Today, the Yankees are announcing the largest trade in our history, a deal involving 11 players with the Philadelphia Athletics, in which we are acquiring first baseman Eddie Robinson and right-handed pitcher Harry Byrd,” Weiss said to the gathering of newspapermen from the dozen or so New York metropolitan–area dailies and radio and TV reporters. Robinson was a strapping left-handed slugger whose twenty-two homers and 102 RBI were both second on the seventh-place A’s in ’53, and the twenty-eight-year-old Byrd was the 1952 AL Rookie of the Year who had won fifteen and eleven games while logging a total of 465 innings the previous two seasons. Weiss reported the Yankees were giving up two of their primary surplus players on the major league roster, backup first baseman Don Bollweg and reserve outfielder Bill Renna, along with four of their prize farmhands, including Vic Power, a dark-skinned Puerto Rican whom Weiss described as the “Negro first baseman with Kansas City, who may well go on to become a great star.”


At first Weiss glossed over the fact that the twenty-two-year-old Power, who was capable of playing multiple positions, had just led the Triple A American Association in batting (.349) and hits (217) along with ten triples, sixteen homers, 115 runs, and ninety-three RBI. But Weiss then noted how the trade quickly filled the Yankees’ two greatest needs: a power-hitting first baseman to replace Johnny Mize, who retired after the ’53 World Series, and a durable pitcher to bolster an aging starting rotation recently compromised when veteran “swing man” Johnny Sain retired. “This will open the floodgates,” Weiss proclaimed proudly. “The other clubs will now have to scramble. We strengthened ourselves in the departments we needed help the most, and the A’s got a lot of good young players they need for their rebuilding.”


Most of the assembled reporters seemed to agree it was a steal.


Once again, the Yankees plundering the weak sisters of their best players, was the general consensus in the room. New York Times columnist Arthur Daley wrote, “It looks like the biggest steal since the Brink’s holdup. This was the perfect trade from the Yankees’ standpoint. They got something for nothing—or virtually nothing.”


And the esteemed Shirley Povich of the Washington Post added, “The Yankees’ whopping trade with the Philadelphia Athletics yesterday was in the best tradition of the Yankee design for winning pennants, which has been foolproof for the last five years: Peel off some of your surplus players, let the other club gamble on your rookies, and make certain you get the solid guys you need. There were eleven players in this deal, but only two proven performers in the whole kit and kaboodle of ’em and, as usual, it was the Yankees who corralled them.”


(Two days after the deal was announced the A’s revealed they had turned down offers of both $200,000 from the Boston Red Sox and $50,000 plus four players from the Chicago White Sox for Byrd alone.)


But then a reporter posed a question to Weiss about the versatile, right-handed-hitting Power, who, along with catcher Elston Howard, had a couple of weeks earlier become the first black players to be promoted to the Yankees forty-man roster. “Wasn’t he your top prospect?” the reporter asked. “Are you concerned about criticism that the Yankees have not promoted a Negro player to the big leagues?”


And as Povich added in his column, “The A’s prize out of the swap could be Vic Power, the colored lad who batted .349 at the Yankees’ Kansas City farm. As a consequence of the deal, though, the Yanks are apt to hear anew from the protest groups who, for years, have been picketing Yankee Stadium demanding the wherefor of no Negro players on the Yankee roster. . . . In shuffling Power off to the A’s, the Yanks may again be vulnerable to the charge of deliberately drawing the color line.”


Not surprisingly, such charges came fast and furious from the black Chicago Defender newspaper, which said that in trading Power, “The Yankees not only flaunted a chance to redeem themselves in the eyes of thousands of loyal Negro Yankee fans, but deliberately gave up one of the best prospects in the minor leagues.”


“We did not want to lose Power,” said Weiss, insisting that Power’s color played no part in the trade. “But the Athletics would not make the deal without him being included. He was the first player they asked for.”


(The day after the trade Power told reporters in Puerto Rico that he was thankful to the Yankees for sending him to the seventh-place Athletics “because I’ll have a better chance to make the grade with them. I have read where the Athletics say nobody has a position assured. That suits me. That’s why I think the change favors me.”)


Upon further questioning about the Yankees being one of seven of the sixteen major league teams that had still not integrated since Jackie Robinson broke the color line in baseball with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947, Weiss grew a bit testy. “It would be weak to hold Power just because we were afraid of censure,” he declared. “We’ve showed our good faith toward Negro players by bringing up Power and Howard [to the forty-man major league roster] and we will bring up others to the Yankees when they merit it.”


To skeptics, that could well have been translated as: To hell with all of you. We’ve won five straight world championships without a black player and in three of them beaten the Dodgers with Jackie Robinson. We’ll integrate on our own timetable, not yours.


Six years later, shortly after he was eased out as Yankees general manager because of his age, a still-defensive Weiss, in his first-ever in-depth interview, went out of his way to reiterate the Yankees’ stance on integration to Sports Illustrated’s Robert Shaplen:


I want to say something about Negro players because we’ve been criticized in the past for allegedly dragging our heels on the issue. We may have been slow in coming up with the kind of Negro ballplayer we wanted, but there was never a question of bias. As a matter of fact, with the exception of Jackie Robinson, we were interested from the start in just about every Negro player who has come up to the majors. Going back to when Robinson was signed by Montreal in 1946, we assigned Paul Krichell and Joe Press, two top scouts, to canvass the Negro field. But we never believed in bringing up a Negro for the purpose of exploitation or to pep up attendance. Our first candidate for a Yankee job, Vic Power, did not turn out to be the man we wanted, even though, after we traded him, he developed into a fine player. We tried out plenty of Negroes through the years on our farm teams—at least 50 have been signed by the Yankee organization—but, with the exception of Power, none of them had what it takes until Elston Howard came along. . . . So even though we were once picketed, and received inquiries on our policy from the National Association of Colored People and others, this charge of bias is altogether unjustified, and I feel the record shows it.


Nevertheless, a 1949 letter to Krichell, the Yankees’ legendary scouting director, from Press, a bird dog scout who operated the Yankees’ Bushwick semipro team in Brooklyn, surfaced during the 1974 Yankee Stadium renovation and certainly seems to refute Weiss’s assertions. In the letter, which was among the cartons of papers and contracts tossed in the trash and salvaged by memorabilia collectors during the stadium renovation, Press appeals to his boss, Krichell, to take the wraps off in regard to actively recruiting Negro players:


It is quite hard for me to understand your complete turn-around as far as the Negro baseball players are concerned. Within the past two years I have given you reports on practically every player, with the exception of a very few, who have since signed with other teams. A few of those I mentioned to you were Art Wilson and Orestes Miñoso and there are still more of these who, in my opinion, would fit in Organized Baseball without any trouble. They include Piper Davis, outfielder, and Mays, outfielder, both of the Birmingham Barons.


In his interview with Shaplen, Weiss cited Artie Wilson as a player the Yankees vigorously sought “but ran into rhubarbs with the Negro Leagues or other big league teams.” He didn’t specify what sort of rhubarbs and, of course, made no mention of the Yankees scouting Willie Mays or dispatching any scouts to Cuba to look at Orestes “Minnie” Miñoso, who signed with the Cleveland Indians, one of the more aggressive teams in signing black players, and went on to become a perennial AL All-Star.


Meanwhile, in 1960, Tom Greenwade, the renowned Yankee scout who signed Mickey Mantle and Bobby Murcer among many others, excoriated Power in an interview at his home in Willard, Missouri with New York Herald-Tribune Yankee beat reporter Harold Rosenthal. Like Weiss with Shaplen, Greenwade was extremely sensitive to the criticism the Yankees had taken over the years about their slowness to integrate. But unlike Weiss, he made no bones about why, when they finally did, it wasn’t with Power:


The Yankees have never discriminated against Negroes. Our policy has always been: “When we find one good enough, we’ll take him.” Vic Power and Rubén Gómez [a notoriously high-strung dark-skinned Puerto Rican starting pitcher with the New York Giants who was originally signed by the Yankees but released after five seasons in their minor league system] were not the right type. You had to know Power’s reputation. He’s a bad actor. Chases after white women and stirs up trouble. We had trouble with him in Kansas City [the Yankees’ Triple A farm team] and we knew he wasn’t going to the Yankees, so we got rid of him. Elston Howard, on the other hand, is a high type of Negro. He was the one we wanted.


That would explain the treatment Power received after he was called up to the Yankees to undergo a physical at the end of the 1952 season. In a 1997 interview with the New York Daily News, Power, whose sweeping, one-hand style of catching balls at first base earned him the reputation of being too “flashy” and a “showboat,” said that, even though he’d been placed on the forty-man roster, he was never allowed to actually don the Yankee pinstripes. “The Yankees never invited me to spring training. I never had a Yankee hat, never had a Yankee uniform,” Power said. “They gave me a ticket for the [September 28, 1952] Yankees-Red Sox game that day—which turned out to be the second of Allie Reynolds’ two no-hitters that season. I had a front row seat but they didn’t invite me into the clubhouse for the celebration afterward.”


But “Vic was a showboat,” Howard’s widow, Arlene, told me in a 2002 interview. “And later he had a very light-skinned wife, but then so was I. It was just the stupidity and prejudice of the times.”


The “trouble” Greenwade referred to when discussing about Power in Kansas City in 1953 was a perceived lack of hustle. Even though Power was leading the league in batting at the time, Kansas City manager Harry Craft benched him for a left-handed hitter—against a left-handed pitcher—after he’d failed to chase a fly ball over his head in the outfield that went for a two-base hit. Power later explained that it had been a very hot day and that up to then he had played practically every day, all winter and summer. “I was in leftfield and they thought I didn’t get back fast enough. I wasn’t going to be able to catch the ball anyway and it would have still been a double,” he said. “They couldn’t have been too unhappy with me. I played 146 games last year.”


In fact, Greenwade was actually the one who first discovered Power for the Yankees. Power was playing for an independent team in Caguas, Puerto Rico, for $100 a week in 1948 and caught Greenwade’s eye when he was scouting on the island. Greenwade made a note about Power being a prospect the Yankees should follow. Two years later Power was playing for the Drummondville, Canada, team in the class C Provincial League, hitting well over .300, when the Yankees dispatched Johnny Neun, another of their top scouts, to take a look at him. Neun sent back a glowing report, citing Power’s hitting skill, speed, and ability to play multiple positions. Then, in the last month of the season, during which Power hit .334 with fourteen homers, 105 RBI, and a league-leading ten triples, the Yankees purchased his contract for $7,000, of which the Drummondville owner reluctantly gave $2,000 to Power later. “I had to really nag him for what I was due,” Power said. “He finally gave it to me in Canadian money, which at the time was worth 10 per cent less than American money.” That winter the Yankees sent him a contract for their Triple A team in Kansas City for the 1951 season, which he quickly signed, only to be later informed he was being sent instead to Syracuse in the Triple A International League. “At first I didn’t know why,” he said, “but later I find out why—segregation—less of that in Syracuse than in Kansas City.”


Elston Howard’s entrance into Organized Baseball and his ascension with the Yankees was very similar to Power’s. A four-sport star at the all-black Vashon High School in St. Louis, Howard dearly wanted to sign with his hometown team, the Cardinals. But after the Cardinals invited him to try out in the summer of 1947, Howard never heard back from them. A few days after that tryout George Sisler Jr., the Cardinals’ assistant director of scouting, was having lunch with St. Louis Globe-Democrat sports columnist Robert L. Burnes and complained about his organization’s racial policies. “I have been watching the best young prospect I’ve looked at in years—a big good looking kid just coming out of Vashon High,” Sisler told Burnes. “I worked him out for two days and I’d stake my job on his ability to make it. But they won’t let me sign him. I spent the whole morning pleading my case. I argued that now that the Dodgers have signed Robinson, everybody is going to fall into line. But I was turned down.”


It wasn’t until February of 1954, after Budweiser Beer baron August A. “Gussie” Busch had bought the team and ordered his scouts to start looking in earnest for black prospects, that the Cardinals “fell into line” as one of the last NL teams to employ a black player, by purchasing Tom Alston, a six-feet-five, 210-pound first baseman, from the San Diego Padres of the Triple A Pacific Coast League for $100,000 and four players, one of whom was Sisler’s brother, Dick. Alston, a Navy veteran and college grad from North Carolina A&T, had hit .297 with 101 RBI while playing in all of the Padres’ 180 games in 1953. He was listed as twenty-four years old but was, in fact, five years older than that, as the Padres owners had altered his birth certificate in order to extract a more lucrative compensation for his contract.


Alston made the Cardinals right out of spring training in 1954—some suggested because he was viewed as Gussie Busch’s “pet project”—beating out the bulky six-feet-one, 230-pound incumbent, Steve Bilko, for the first-base job largely on the merits of his fielding. But the rest of Alston’s brief major league career was both disappointing and tragic. On June 29, with his batting average at .245 with just four home runs, Alston was optioned by the Cardinals to Triple A Rochester to work on his hitting. There were those in the Cardinals organization who later said he needed work on all the aspects of his game and questioned why the club had paid such a price for him. Frank Lane, the Cardinals general manager in 1957, often referred to Alston as “a circus clown” who “couldn’t play a lick”—harsh, to the say the least. Bob Broeg, the respected longtime baseball columnist for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, was much kinder in his memory of Alston. “He looked like a real good athlete and was outstanding defensively,” said Broeg. Early in that ’57 season, however, Alston abruptly left the Cardinals, never to return. He’d suffered a nervous breakdown, and for the next twelve years spent time in two different mental hospitals. His final line in the majors: ninety-one games, .244 average, four homers, and thirty-six RBI.


As for Elston Howard, undaunted by his rejection from the Cardinals and determined to continue pursuing a professional baseball career, he decided to sign with Jackie Robinson’s old Negro League team, the Kansas City Monarchs. After playing three years for the Monarchs, Howard’s contract was sold in 1950 to the Yankees, who gave him a $2,500 bonus. Once again it was Tom Greenwade who recommended the signing. Greenwade’s primary scouting territory for the Yankees was Missouri, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Colorado, and he had scouted the Monarchs extensively. Howard was Power’s teammate at Kansas City in 1953, hitting .330 with twenty-two homers and 109 RBI while shifting back and forth from catching to the outfield.


With the trade of Power, Howard was now the Yankees’ number-one prospect, on whom much of the media scrutiny was to be focused come spring training. But the Chicago Defender, among others, remained skeptical about when or if he would ever see the bright lights of Yankee Stadium. “Just how the Yankees hope to profit by retaining Elston Howard whom the big brass considers a ‘far better prospect’ than Power is the mystery,” the Defender wrote. “An even bigger question is what now happens to Howard? Will he, too, be shunted off somewhere else before the training season opens to staining the color complex of the Yankees?”


As a matter of fact, Weiss did have a couple of more moves in hand that winter, and although they did not involve Howard, they served to upset the status quo of the all-white, five-time world champions far more than the eleven-player Vic Power trade had.




CHAPTER
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BILL VEECK LEAVES THE STAGE IN THE AMERICAN LEAGUE’S WINDS OF CHANGE


“Sometime, somewhere, there will be a club no one really wants. And ole Will will come wandering along to laugh some more. Look for me under the arc-lights, boys. I’ll be back.”


—VEECK AS IN WRECK


IN THE SPRING OF 1953 BILL VEECK, THE ICONOCLASTIC OWNER OF the St. Louis Browns who had made a living of tweaking the noses of his fellow baseball lords, in particular George Weiss and Del Webb of the Yankees, was now feeling the squeeze from them. As owner of the Cleveland Indians from 1946 to 1949, Veeck had been the first to integrate in the American League when he signed center fielder Larry Doby in 1947. A year later, with Doby and fortysomething Negro Leagues pitching legend Satchel Paige playing key roles, the Indians won their first world championship since 1920.


Although they had had a quick impact in the major leagues—Doby hit .301 with fourteen homers and sixty-six RBI in his rookie ’48 season, then .318 with a homer and two RBI in the World Series against the Boston Braves, while Paige won six of his seven starts during the season with a 2.48 ERA—they were overshadowed insofar as fan appeal by their popular manager, 1948 AL Most Valuable Player shortstop, Lou Boudreau, and Bob Feller, the fireballing war hero, who led AL pitchers in strikeouts for the third straight year. The flamboyant Paige was well past his prime and, in fact, the Indians released him a year later. Conversely, Doby was introverted, often sullen, a loner who did not really become a fan favorite in Cleveland until 1952, the first year he led the AL in homers and drove in over a hundred runs. He also had a prickly relationship with Indians general manager Hank Greenberg, who, in ’52, cut his salary from $25,000 to $19,000 because his batting average dropped off nineteen points from the year before.


But Veeck was now with the moribund Browns, who in the first two seasons of his stewardship had finished last and next-to-last with 192 losses. He found himself severely strapped financially and in a losing battle with his Sportsman Park tenants, the NL Cardinals, for fan support in St. Louis.


When Veeck and his syndicate bought the Browns for $1.75 million in 1951 he did so acknowledging privately that St. Louis could no longer support two major league teams. But even though the Cardinals had enjoyed a far more successful history than the perennially losing Browns, having won more pennants (nine) and World Series (six) than any other team in baseball except the Yankees, Veeck believed he had the means and the wherewithal to drive them out of town. What made Veeck confident he could prevail was the fact that (1) the Browns owned Sportsman Park where the two teams played and (2) the Cardinals’ owner, Fred Saigh, was an attorney and not nearly as affluent as most of the other major league owners. Unfortunately for Veeck, both circumstances and his fellow owners conspired against him almost from the get-go in St. Louis.


Because he’d had to borrow over a million dollars to buy 33 percent of the team stock from his syndicate, he had left himself little working capital for operating expenses. A prime example of this, he later noted, was when his top scout, Bill Norman, whom he’d dispatched to the Negro Leagues in search of talent, reported back with great excitement about a shortstop with the Kansas City Monarchs named Ernie Banks. The owner of the Monarchs, Tom Baird, was a friend of Veeck’s, but when Veeck called him about Banks, he was told the price was $35,000. Veeck pleaded with Baird to take $3,500 down “and the rest when you can catch me.” Baird laughed. “That’s the way I’m doing business myself,” he said. “For Banks, I’ve got to get the whole $35,000 to pay my own bills.” So, for lack of a few thousand dollars, Veeck lost out on one of the greatest players of all time, a rare power-hitting shortstop who could’ve been a franchise player for the Browns. Instead, determined to make sure an AL club didn’t sign him, Veeck tipped off his friend, Phil Wrigley, owner of the Chicago Cubs, about Banks. Wrigley wound up paying the Monarchs $20,000 for Banks and a pitcher named Bill Dickey, and Banks went on to hit 512 homers in the big leagues as the franchise player for the Cubs.


Underfinanced as Veeck was, however, the biggest factor in his downfall in St. Louis was something completely out of his control. In April of 1952 Saigh was indicted on federal charges of having evaded $49,260 in income taxes between 1946 and 1949, and the following January, after pleading no contest to $19,000 in tax underpayments, he was sentenced to fifteen months in prison, and Baseball Commissioner Ford Frick ordered him to sell the Cardinals. All of this happened just as Veeck was seemingly winning his turf war with Saigh. After drawing only 293,790 in 1951, the Browns, thanks in large part to Veeck’s promotions, drew 518,796 in 1952—more than they’d drawn in their only AL pennant season, 1944. For a while Saigh was unable to find any local buyers for the Cardinals, but as he engaged in talks with a group in Milwaukee and millionaire Texas oil magnate Clint Murchison, suddenly Gussie Busch, patriarch of the St. Louis–based Anheuser-Busch Brewery, stepped forward and bowled him over with an offer of $3.75 million for the Cardinals.


When that happened Veeck knew he was done in St. Louis. He would never be able to run the Cardinals out of town now, and his only recourse was to beat his own path out of St. Louis. His first choice was Milwaukee, where he’d operated the Triple A minor league Brewers in the American Association from 1941 to ’45. Milwaukee was already building a new $5 million stadium, and the city fathers had been openly lobbying for a Major League Baseball team. The problem for Veeck was that local operators had recently sold the Milwaukee Triple A franchise to Lou Perini, owner of the Boston Braves, who were fighting their own losing battle with the Red Sox for fan support in a two-team city. Just three years removed from drawing 1,455,439 in 1948 when they faced Veeck’s Indians in the World Series, the Braves had deteriorated into a 64–89 seventh-place team in 1952, with the lowest attendance—281,278—in baseball, and Perini claimed he’d lost $600,000.


In the days after Anheuser-Busch bought the Cardinals, Veeck engaged Perini feverishly about selling the Milwaukee franchise to him. When Perini continued to resist, Veeck knew the Braves’ owner, despite his public denials, had decided to move his own team to Milwaukee in time for the 1953 season. Now Veeck had to scramble, and he quickly set his sights on Baltimore, which had a Triple A franchise in the International League and was also building a new stadium in hopes of luring a major league team. After lobbying the other AL owners, Veeck thought he had the necessary six votes to approve his move of the Browns to Baltimore, with only the Yankees sure to oppose him on general principle. But when he walked into the AL meeting at the Tampa Terrace Hotel in Tampa on March 16, 1953, he was stunned to hear the clubs, one by one, express their reservations about the Browns going to Baltimore. Unbeknownst to him, the Yankees had wielded their considerable influence with the other AL clubs and convinced the majority of them that, by turning down the Browns’ transfer, they would succeed in ridding the game of Veeck, whose “revolutionary” ideas, like splitting gate receipts and sharing TV revenue, along with his often outrageous promotions—like sending a three-feet-seven midget, Eddie Gaedel, up to pinch hit in a game in 1951, or “Grandstand Managers Day,” in which thousands of fans were able to vote on in-game strategic decisions by holding up placards—had made him an anathema to the staid baseball establishment. After the 6–2 vote against the Browns’ shift, Veeck left the room. George Weiss, the Yankees general manager, then stood up and said, “Veeck is a lousy operator, we all know that. He owes the league money. The American League will be better off without him.”


It was no secret why the ultraconservative stuffed-shirt Yankee high command regarded Veeck as an irritant and the league was better off without him. In addition to frowning on his zany promotions, the Yankees led the steadfast resistance to Veeck’s various proposals at the league meetings designed to even the playing field for the less affluent clubs. In particular, he continually pushed for the visiting teams to be given a better break of the box office receipts and took that a step further by refusing to allow other teams to televise their home games against his Browns. The argument for that was, by televising home games, fewer fans would be attending the games in person, thus cutting into the box office receipts. The Yankees, however, successfully thwarted Veeck by getting the rest of the clubs to agree not to schedule any night games with the Browns, games that were their life blood. In his famous 1962 memoir, Veeck as in Wreck, Veeck summed up his relationship with the Yankees thusly: “Whenever I offered any plan that would give the other teams a fighting chance against them, they cried socialism, the first refuge of scoundrels.”
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