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To my grandmother, Tamar Young,
who taught me to have pride in who I was,
and to my mother, Edna Mae Young,
who gave me confidence in what I could become.
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FOREWORD


When I saw Bill White play in his first major league game, I knew he was a good baseball player. But it was something he said after the game was over that let me know he was also a good man.

It was May 1956, and my team, the New York Giants, was in the last game of a three-game road series against the Cardinals in St. Louis. Bill was just a kid then, a young college student who had spent three years in the minors, including one season as the only black player in the Carolina League. Just that morning, Giants manager Bill Rigney had called Bill up from the AAA Minneapolis Millers to take over at first base.

I’d seen Bill play a few times in the Giants’ spring training camp in Phoenix, so I knew he could play ball. But playing in the minors or in spring training was one thing; playing in the majors was something else. You’re out there in that big stadium, in front of all those people, and the other players are sizing you up—it can put a lot of pressure on you.

That was especially true for black ballplayers. There weren’t a lot of us in the majors back then, so you kind of stood out. That first time you stepped up to the plate in the majors, you felt like the whole world was watching you.

The pressure could throw some guys off their game. I know it did me. Before I was called up to the Giants in 1951, I had batted .477 in the AAA minors, but I went 0-for-5 in my first major league game, and in my first two weeks with the Giants I was 1-for-26 before I finally settled down to business. So I knew what kind of pressure a young ballplayer could face out there.

But Bill White was different.

He was a quiet kid, the sort who didn’t say much until he got to know you. He kept his emotions inside himself. I knew that like a lot of black ballplayers in those days, he’d had a hard time playing in the minors in the segregated Deep South. Folks today may not realize it, but back then black ballplayers had to deal with people in the stands calling them racist names, and with having to eat and sleep apart from their teammates. Bill never got used to it, never accepted it—but he never let it throw him off his game.

And he didn’t let the pressure of being called up to the majors throw him off his game, either.

It showed in his first time at bat. He was the Giants’ leadoff batter at the top of the second inning, and he was behind in the count until Cardinals pitcher Ben Flowers missed with a curveball and filled out the count. Then Flowers challenged Bill with a fastball right up the middle.

And Bill crushed it. That ball soared over right field and landed on the roof over the right field stands. In his first major league at-bat, Bill had hit a home run.

And he didn’t stop there. Bill hit a double in the fourth inning and a single in the ninth, going 3-for-4 in the game, and his level of play at first base was outstanding. We lost the game to the Cardinals anyway, 6–3, but it was a heck of a first major league game for any young ballplayer.

Some young guys might have gotten cocky about it, let themselves get all puffed up. But when I saw Bill in the locker room after the game, he didn’t seem all that excited. Fact is, he actually looked kind of disappointed.

“That’s a good start,” I told him, giving him a pat on the shoulder. “You’re going to be all right.”

Bill didn’t smile. Instead he looked at me and said, “Thanks, Willie. I just wish we had won the game!”

That was Bill White. He could take a quiet sort of pride in his own accomplishments, but he never forgot that he was part of a team. That’s the kind of guy you knew you could count on.

I kind of took Bill under my wing after that, trying to help him along. He lived with me for a while in my home in the East Elmhurst section of Queens, and when I’d drive him to the Polo Grounds for a game I’d try to teach him things about the team we were going to play. I’d been around for a while, so I knew what their pitchers threw, who you could steal off of and who you couldn’t, how to play their batters at first base. Bill learned fast; I never had to tell him anything twice. Sometimes after a game we’d go to Harlem and I’d take him around to places like the Red Rooster and Small’s Paradise and introduce him to people.

We had a lot of good times together, so I was upset when Bill asked to be traded by the Giants in 1959 and went to the St. Louis Cardinals. For me it was like losing a little brother.

But we always kept in touch. Bill played thirteen seasons in the majors, then went on to become the first full-time black broadcaster in the major leagues. After that he became the first African American president of the National League.

But even as he got older, and his jobs changed, in some ways Bill was always the same as that young player in his first major league game way back in 1956. He was never loud or flashy about what he did, never thought that he was bigger than whatever team he was playing for or whatever job he had taken on. He just went out every day and did his best—and he was never afraid to speak out for what he thought was right.

Now, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about Bill. Most of the time he was a pretty laid-back guy. He loved to laugh and have a good time, and we could always joke around together. We still do.

But the thing people had to understand about Bill was that when it came to something important, something he believed in, you couldn’t push him. Because if you pushed him, he’d push you right back.

And that’s what he’s doing in this book.

My friend Bill White is pushing back.

—Willie Mays

September 1, 2010




CHAPTER 1


It was a hot, muggy night in the summer of 1954 when the team bus pulled into the gravel parking lot of a run-down burger joint just outside Wichita, Kansas. As usual, Dave Garcia, the team manager and part-time second baseman, got off the bus first to see if I could eat there.

My team, the Sioux City Soos, part of the New York Giants organization, had just played a night game against the Wichita Class A minor league team, the Indians, and now we were looking at a long, all-night bus ride back up Highway 77 to Sioux City. This roadside restaurant wasn’t exactly a fine dining establishment—a few badly scuffed tables, dirty linoleum floors, a skinny cook hunched over the grill—but it was late, and the road ahead was dark, and we were all hot and tired and hungry. It was here or nothing.

So while the rest of us waited, Dave climbed down off the bus, one of those old, round-topped Greyhound Scenicruisers, and walked inside to ask if the manager would be willing to serve the team’s first baseman—that is, me. The reason it was a question is because I was a young black man, the only black player on the team.

Earlier in the season, when I had first joined the Soos, the entire twenty-man roster, me included, would have just walked into the restaurant and waited to see what happened. After all, we weren’t in the Deep South, where blacks and whites were never allowed to eat together, where roadside restaurants that served black people, and only black people, were clearly marked with signs that said COLORED. We were in the Western League, with teams in Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado—but still, you never knew.

Sometimes they would serve us—or, more specifically, me—without a word, although I could usually count on getting some sideways glances from some of the white customers. Sometimes I could hear them say things like “Oh, they’re serving them in here now?”—and everybody knew who the them was. Sometimes the restaurant manager would let us eat, but only in a separate back dining room where the other patrons couldn’t see us. And sometimes they would flat-out refuse to serve us, at least not together, in which case the team would have to get up from the table and file back onto the bus and look for another place to eat.

Finally Dave decided it was easier to ask first.

More than half a century later, it’s hard for some people, especially young people, even young black people, to believe that this happened in America, that the racism was so open and raw. But it was.

True, change was in the air. The Supreme Court had recently ruled on Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, which decided that “separate but equal” segregation in public schools was unconstitutional, setting the stage for numerous civil rights battles, not only in the South but across the country. The year after that, Rosa Parks would refuse to give up her seat on a bus to a white man in Montgomery, Alabama, prompting a bus boycott and introducing the nation to a man named Martin Luther King Jr. The civil rights movement was just starting to discover its own power.

In sports, meanwhile, it had been seven years since Jackie Robinson, with great courage and dignity, had broken the so-called color line in baseball, taking the field with the Brooklyn Dodgers as the first black man to play in the modern-day major leagues. Jackie had broken the color line, but he had not erased it on the playing field or in the hotels, restaurants, and spring training camps where Jim Crow still ruled. Baseball, America’s pastime, could never be fully desegregated until all of America was desegregated—and that would be a long time coming.

Which is why in the summer of 1954 a young black ballplayer still had to wonder if some dingy roadside restaurant in Kansas would allow him to sit down and eat a hamburger.

When I saw Dave Garcia come out of the restaurant and climb back aboard the bus, I could see on his face what the answer had been. He was pissed.

Dave was a good guy, old enough at thirty-three to be kind of a big-brother figure for me. We were roommates on the road, at least in the nonsegregated hotels, and we often hung out together. He understood some of what I was going through. While he was a native of East St. Louis, Illinois, Dave’s mother and father had been born in northern Spain, and although ethnically he was the whitest of white guys, sometimes at road games people in the stands would see his name on the roster and call him a “greaser” or a “spic.”

Dave looked at me and shook his head.

There was an awkward silence on the bus. My teammates were for the most part decent guys. They didn’t like what was happening, but it was a long road ahead and they were hungry. It was 1954 and that was just the way it was.

I mumbled something like, “Go ahead, you guys. Don’t worry about it.” After a minute, they started to stand up and file off the bus. They didn’t look at me. Dave said he’d get a hamburger and fries and a milk shake and bring it out to me. He followed the team into the restaurant, and I sat in the bus, alone.

It certainly wasn’t the first, or the worst, indignity that I’d experienced in my young baseball career. The year before, my first season in the minors, I was playing first base for the Danville (Virginia) Leafs, a Class B affiliate of the Giants that was part of the Carolina League—only the second black player ever in the league, and at the time the only black player in that Deep South league. On road games, it was routine for people in the stands to shout out “Hey nigger!” or “Hey darkie!” or “We’re gonna use your black ass for ’gator bait!”

For a teenage kid who grew up in the North, in the relatively benign racial climate of Warren, Ohio, the anger and hatred in the Deep South was a shock. And it made me angry right back. I had always been taught to take pride in myself, and I did. I was proud of my heritage, proud of my family, proud of my academic accomplishments—in the off season I was attending college as a pre-med student—and proud of my abilities on the baseball field. And now some rednecked, tobacco-chewing Carolina cracker with a fourth-grade education was calling me “nigger”?

When that happened, there was nothing I wanted more than to climb into the stands and start kicking some ass. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t fight them all, so I just had to take it. And taking it was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.

Now, a year later and a thousand miles away, the racism was still there—not as overtly as in the Deep South, perhaps, but just as hurtful. And I still had to take it.

I don’t know why I reacted the way I did on the team bus that night outside Wichita. Maybe it was because I had hoped, naively, that once out of the South and into the Midwest I wouldn’t be treated that way. Maybe it was because I had kept my anger bottled up inside for so long. Or maybe it was just because the Kansas sky was so big and so dark and so empty, and I was young and so far from home.

But whatever the reason, as I sat on that bus and watched through the window while my teammates sat down to eat, I did something that I had never done before in my life, and have never done since.

I held my face in my hands and cried.

Four decades later, I was at my home in Pennsylvania when I got a call from Leonard Coleman, the president of the National League.

A few months earlier, Len, a onetime Princeton football and baseball player with a master’s degree from Harvard, and formerly Major League Baseball’s director of market development, had succeeded me as the National League president. He was the league’s second African American president; I had been the first.

“Bill,” he said, “I just want to let you know that the quarterly baseball meetings are going to be in Detroit in August, and the owners would like you to come. They don’t think you had the proper send-off when you left, so they’d like to have a dinner in your honor as a way to acknowledge your years in the league office.”

I didn’t say anything at first. I liked Len, although he hadn’t been my first choice as league president, and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. But I was going to be honest with him.

I had spent thirteen seasons in the major leagues with the New York/San Francisco Giants, the St. Louis Cardinals, and the Philadelphia Phillies. I had won seven straight Gold Glove Awards and was selected for the All-Star Game five times. I had a career batting average of .286, with 870 RBIs and 202 home runs—including a home run in my first major league at-bat in 1956—making me one of the top five hundred home run hitters of all time.

I had also spent eighteen years as a professional sportscaster, first in St. Louis and Philadelphia and then calling games on radio and television for the New York Yankees—the first African American to do regular play-by-play for a major league team. After that I had spent five often tumultuous years as president of the National League—again, the first African American to hold such a position.

Some people have called me a pioneer. And I suppose I was.

But while I had always respected the game of baseball, after thirty-one years I could not respect the business of baseball, or the politics of baseball.

Major League Baseball had always prided itself as being in the forefront of racial and ethnic equality, and on the playing field that was true. If a player was batting .300, no one could argue that he was actually batting only .200 and thus wasn’t up to the job.

But it was a far different story off the field, in the coaching positions and in the executive offices and certainly in the owners’ boxes. There, where performance and ability were more difficult to quantify, Major League Baseball had lagged disgracefully far behind even the rest of American society in breaking the color barrier.

Four decades after Jackie Robinson debuted with the Brooklyn Dodgers, and almost as long after I helped integrate the Carolina League, Los Angeles Dodgers general manager Al Campanis had gone on television and wondered aloud if blacks had the “necessities” for a front office job. At about the same time, Cincinnati Reds owner Marge Schott allegedly told some other team owners that she “would never hire another nigger” for an executive job. Although both were more or less punished for what they said—Campanis by losing his job, Marge by being banned from baseball for a brief time—I knew that they had only said aloud what too many people in the upper levels of the baseball business quietly thought.

Some years earlier, during my tenure as National League president, The New York Times Magazine had done a cover story on me, the headline for which was “Baseball’s Angry Man.” But I didn’t think that was accurate. I was never a shouter or a desk pounder; I kept my emotions under control. I think what some people mistook for anger was the fact that I have always been a direct man, and that I always said exactly what I thought.

I wasn’t a lonely young black kid sitting on a team bus in Kansas anymore. And I didn’t take any nonsense from anyone.

So when Len called to invite me to dinner with the baseball owners, and I thought back to all the lies and deceit and manipulation I had experienced with some of them, to the dishonor and disservice of the game, I knew immediately what my response would be.

“No disrespect to you, Len,” I said, “but I’m not going to that dinner. You can tell the owners I said the hell with them.”




CHAPTER 2


In the fall of 2004, I steered my motor home off Interstate 10 in the middle of the Florida Panhandle and up a two-lane strip of blacktop called Highway 331. My destination was a little town called Paxton, near the Florida–Alabama border, the place where I was born.

There wasn’t much to Paxton—there never had been—just a gas station and a diner and a couple of churches and an old schoolhouse set down amid long-abandoned cotton fields and scrub pine woods. I’d been invited there by a local minister, the Reverend James Williams, to speak at a get-out-the-vote rally for the upcoming presidential election. I was a local kid who’d made good, and the reverend thought I could get the crowd fired up.

I wish I could say that my speech at the tiny Paxton library building tipped the electoral balance in the state of Florida that year. Unfortunately, to the reverend’s embarrassment, only a few people showed up.

But after my speech was over, the reverend, a lively man in his eighties, loaded me in his car and gave me a tour of the town—which didn’t take very long. Eventually we drove down a dirt road behind the schoolhouse, past a threadbare baseball diamond, and then stopped at a rusty metal gate. As we got out of the car, the reverend pointed down the road to two weather-beaten old gray wood shacks collapsing in on themselves amid choking, knee-high weeds.

“That’s it,” the reverend said. “That’s where your family lived. That’s where you were born.”

I had been back to Paxton only once, for a brief visit almost half a century earlier, and at the time I hadn’t even visited the old family homestead. So my memories of this place were uncertain and vague.

I remembered the hard-packed red clay dirt, with scrawny chickens scratching at it, and the stand of pecan trees along the road. I knew that even when the shacks were new, going on three-quarters of a century ago, they hadn’t amounted to much, just some huts thrown together with green pine so warped that it barely kept the weather out, with rough lumber floors and an outhouse in the back. Of course there had never been any electricity or running water. It had been a place of grinding, desperate poverty.

And seeing it now made me feel uneasy.

My grandparents, the children of former slaves, had come to Paxton from a little town in Georgia called Hog Wallow—and no, I’m not making that name up. The rumor in our family was that Grandpa James had killed a man in Georgia—possibly because the man had tried to trifle with James’s young wife, my grandmother, Tamar Young—and although such things were treated more casually back then, he still thought it was best to put a state line between him and the scene of the crime.

Grandpa James had worked in a lumber mill in Paxton for a while, and on the railroad, and for a time he even ran a boardinghouse and restaurant in Flowers Quarters—for black people only, of course. But like most of the black men in Paxton, Grandpa mostly worked as a sharecropper on a cotton plantation, which meant he raised a crop on someone else’s land and then had to give the owner a large share of the proceeds to pay for the use of the land and the “rent” on the crude shacks they lived in. It was a system guaranteed to keep the tenant farmers stuck in poverty.

My grandparents had nine children—my mother, Edna Mae Young, being the second youngest—and while they were poor, they had pride. Their children’s clothes might have been old and much-mended, but they were never dirty.

Of course, all of their children had to work from a young age—and in Paxton, work for black people meant hoeing and picking in the cotton fields. An efficient cotton-picking machine had not yet been invented, so cotton harvesting was all done by hand. It was hard, hot, exhausting labor, especially for children. But there was no other choice.

My grandparents were determined that their children would have a better life than they had—and that meant getting an education. Although the children had to work for the family to survive, between cotton-picking time and cotton-planting time, they made sure their kids were in school.

But in Paxton, that was a problem. Although they lived across the road from a school, my mother and her sisters and brothers weren’t allowed to go there. The Paxton school was for whites only. Instead, they had to take a “school bus”—actually it was an old flatbed truck—to the black school way down the road in a town called DeFuniak Springs, which was seventeen miles away. On old dirt country roads, that meant a forty-five-minute drive each way.

Despite that, all but one of their children learned to read and write, an exceptional accomplishment among black families in the South back then. My mother, Edna Mae, even became the valedictorian of her high school class.

She managed to do that even though at a young age she faced an additional roadblock—which was me. My mother was just sixteen when she gave birth to me in 1934. My father was named Penner White, but he left town shortly after I was born and played no role in my upbringing or my life. The only thing he ever left me was his last name.

I never lacked for male role models. My uncles were there to set an example, but sadly, I never got to meet my grandfather. In 1931, a few years before I was born, he was killed when a mule wagon rolled over on him, and the leadership of the family fell on my grandma. Fortunately, although she was a physically tiny woman, standing just four foot eleven, she was a true matriarch, strong, resourceful, and tough.

Maybe too tough for some. Grandma always made it a point to look people straight in the eye—black people, white people, it didn’t matter. That may not seem particularly remarkable now, but back then, and especially in the South, for a black person to look directly at a white person was a sign of insolence, of being what was known back then as “uppity.” That could be difficult, even dangerous, but Grandma didn’t care. It was a trait she passed on to my mother, and to me.

Grandma was a churchgoing Christian lady and never preached hate, but I could tell from the way she acted and the things she said that if you were white you already had two strikes against you in Grandma’s book. Maybe even three. When I was growing up, Grandma would tell me stories about how our ancestors in Africa had vibrant, culturally advanced societies long before white people did, and how things might have been if the slave catchers hadn’t come, and how black people had built America. Grandma didn’t just think that black people were as good as white people; she thought we were better than white people.

In any event, my grandmother knew that her children could never achieve their full potential in Paxton, or anywhere in the Jim Crow South. Even those Southern black people who somehow managed to rise in the world—as preachers or doctors—would still be regarded as black preachers or black doctors, with all the suffocating limits that segregation placed on them.

And so like so many other black people, Grandma was determined to find better opportunities for her family elsewhere.

What happened in the first half of the twentieth century is known to history as the Great Migration, the mass movement of black people out of the Deep South and into the North and Midwest. They left by the millions, searching for better jobs and better lives—and, most important, freedom from the hopelessness that Southern segregation forced upon them. They didn’t always find those things—the mythical North, it turned out, was not a paradise—but at least they had hope.

Today the South has made some progress. But I can’t help but wonder how much better it would have been, how many decades of anger and strife and misery could have been avoided, if the South had simply given its black citizens greater freedom and opportunities instead of driving so many of the most hardworking and ambitious among them into flight. Still, you can’t change history. I’m just grateful that when the Great Migration was happening, my family was a part of it.

After my grandfather died, my grandmother started planning our exodus from Paxton like a military campaign, first sending one of my uncles up north to get established, followed by an aunt, then another uncle, and so on. In 1937, when I was three years old, it was my mother’s turn. She and I climbed aboard a train—in the “colored” section, of course—and headed north forever.

Almost seventy years later, as I stood there in Paxton with the Reverend Williams, by the rusty gate near the dilapidated shacks that had once been my family’s home, I thought about that history.

“Would you like to go back there for a closer look?” the reverend asked, gesturing toward the shacks. I shook my head.

“No, that’s okay,” I said. We got back into his car and drove away.

I didn’t tell the reverend this, but I knew that the only thing my mother and grandmother had wanted from those miserable sharecropper’s shacks, and from the town of Paxton in general, was to leave them far, far behind.

The place “up north” where my family settled, the place I would always think of as home, was Warren, Ohio, a small city of about forty thousand people in the far eastern part of the state near the Pennsylvania border.

Warren was a pleasant enough little town, but it wasn’t exactly a Garden of Eden. While it was originally an agricultural center, by the late 1930s it had turned into an industrial hotbed, dotted with slag heaps and belching smokestacks and soot-filled skies. I remember my grandmother complaining that the sheets she hung on the outside clothesline to dry always came out gray from the falling soot.

The town’s biggest employer was the Republic Steel plant, and that was where five of my uncles worked. In those pre-OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Administration) days, working in a steel plant was hot, dirty, and dangerous. And although my uncles worked side by side with white people, mostly European immigrants, there was still some racial discrimination. For example, black workers weren’t allowed to use the plant locker room showers after they finished a shift. Instead, they had to wash up at home. Still, none of my uncles quit the steel industry to go back south to the cotton fields.

Our entire family lived in an all-black public housing project called the Benton Homes. The white public housing project was across the road. Although public housing has taken on a negative connotation these days, with images of urban high-rises awash in drugs and crime, Benton Homes wasn’t like that. The units were one-story, wood-frame and tar-paper-roof structures, each divided into half a dozen two-or three-bedroom apartments. They were more than modest by today’s standards, but each apartment had electricity and a bathroom and running water—which made them seem like mansions compared with a sharecropper’s shack.

(Years later I took my oldest daughter, Edna, who was eight at the time, to Warren to see the Benton Homes projects before they were torn down, to give her an idea of her roots. Raised in the comfortable suburban environment that came with being the child of a major league baseball player, she could hardly believe it. “No way, Daddy,” she said. “No way you could have grown up here.” But I did.)

Although for most people the projects were temporary way stations—eventually every one of my aunts and uncles saved up enough to move out and buy their own homes—there was still a sense of community there. People looked out for one another, and for one another’s kids. If you got caught making trouble, you could count on a spanking from whatever adult caught you. And then you could count on another one from your folks when they found out what you’d done.

But the best thing about Warren, as far as my mother and grandmother were concerned, was the public school system and the opportunities it offered.

Denied admission to college in the South because of her race and her family’s poverty, my mother never lost the drive to better herself and her position in life—and mine. When she had first arrived in Warren, like most working black women in town she had taken a job as a domestic servant, cleaning up other people’s houses. She lasted only a week. Such work was, she felt, beneath her. And she was right. She also thought that the work my uncles did, though honest and honorable, was beneath me. I remember her telling me, “You will never work in the steel mills. You will never do what my brothers have to do.” She was determined that her only child would do better.

Eventually my mother enrolled at Warren Business College, where she was one of only two black students, and she graduated at the top of her class. Warren, Ohio, wasn’t Paxton, Florida, but there was still resistance to giving a black woman a white-collar job. Unable to put her skills to work in town, she took a federal job as an air force procurement administrator in Dayton, Ohio. The job kept her away from home for long periods of time, leaving me in the care of my grandmother and my aunt Molly. But even from afar, by letter and phone call, my mother insisted that I excel at school.

And I did. Maybe it was because I was smart, or maybe it was because I just worked harder than the other kids. To me, being smart and working hard have always meant pretty much the same thing. I was always at or near the top of my class and always made the honor roll. I was even the president of the high school Latin Club.

The public schools in Warren were fully integrated, and even though all the teachers were white, there was very little friction between the races. Until they are taught otherwise, children don’t look at race as an issue—but adults sometimes do. During my senior year at Warren G. Harding High School, the only high school in town, I decided to run for student body president, the first black student to do so. I was a popular student, and had what I thought was a great campaign slogan: “White Will Treat You Right!” I had a pretty good chance against my only opponent, an Italian kid, but then the school administrators urged another black kid to get into the race, which divided the vote and sent me down to defeat.

Later I was elected senior class president, but there again race became an issue with some of the school administrators. Traditionally the senior class president had the first dance with the prom queen, and at Harding the queen had always been white. Again, Warren wasn’t the Deep South, but this was still the early 1950s, and black boys simply did not dance with white girls. Rather than face a potential scandal, the school administrators abandoned the tradition that year so that I didn’t dance with the prom queen.

In my senior year I was called in to see a school counselor, a prim, spinsterish woman who looked over the first page of my academic record and shook her head in disgust. By this time, I had already fulfilled almost all of the courses required for graduation, and even some advanced college prep classes, so my schedule showed that I was taking five “study halls” and one civics class. Without looking any farther, the counselor had decided that I was lazy.

“Look at all these study halls you’re taking,” she said. “You’ll never amount to anything.”

After all my hard work and academic accomplishments, her words were like a slap in the face. I felt that she had taken one look at my black skin, and a superficial look at my record, and had simply written me off. She wasn’t expecting anything from me, and so she assumed I had nothing to offer.

That’s the worst thing you can do a child, any child—not to expect or demand anything of him. If you expect nothing from a youngster, nothing is exactly what you’ll get. Fortunately, unlike that school counselor, my mother and grandmother always expected a lot from me. And they made sure I delivered.

I was an honor student and graduated second in my class of 120 students in 1952. The only sad part was that my grandmother wasn’t there to see it. That remarkable woman died of cancer when I was in my junior year.

So as my senior year concluded, I thought my path was set. I would go to college, and then medical school, and I would come back to Warren as a doctor. This child of a Southern sharecropping family would be a distinguished and respected member of the community.

That was my dream.

But then somehow, baseball got in the way.




CHAPTER 3


That’s a nice bit of power you’ve got down the line there, kid,” Giants manager Leo Durocher told me one day in August 1952. “We’d sure like to see you hit some balls like that for us in New York.”

We were in Pittsburgh, where the Giants were playing a three-game series against the Pirates at Forbes Field. Earlier that day I’d been out on the field, taking batting practice while the Giants’ coaching staff looked on. I’d been nailing pitches, ripping shot after shot down the right field line and into the stands.

Now Leo Durocher himself, one of the best managers in baseball history, was asking me, an eighteen-year-old kid from Warren, Ohio, if I wanted to become part of the New York Giants organization.

For millions of American kids, it would have been a dream come true, the answer to a thousand youthful prayers.

But I wasn’t at all sure if playing baseball, for the Giants or anyone else, was what I wanted to do.

You have to understand that I hadn’t come naturally to sports. I was a small kid when I started high school, barely standing five feet tall. It wasn’t until I graduated that I made it up to six feet. Although I was a pretty fast runner and had excellent eyesight—a key factor in hitting a fast-moving round ball with a cylindrical bat—I wasn’t naturally quick or agile. Whatever success I achieved in high school sports—and my successes were extremely modest—was the result of hard work and determination more than any natural ability.

The biggest problem I had with sports came from the people I loved most—my mother and grandmother. Maybe it would have been different if instead of people saying that you played baseball or played football, they said that you worked at baseball, or studied football. Work and study were things that my mother and grandmother understood and respected; playing was not.

“You’d just be wasting your time when you could be studying,” my mother said when I told her I wanted to play sports in junior high school. She also worried that being so small, I might get hurt.

Eventually she relented, on the condition that playing sports didn’t cause my academic studies to fall short. At Warren G. Harding High School, I lettered in three sports—football, basketball, and baseball. But I excelled at none.

I’m not being modest. I wasn’t All-American, All-State, or even All-Conference in any of my high school sports. In baseball, I was so average that I warmed the bench until my senior year—and the only reason I was a starter then was because another, better player had graduated. To tell you the truth, baseball was never my favorite sport. I didn’t love the game; for me, it was something to pass the time until football season started.

There was also a practical reason why I gravitated toward football. Back then, as it is today, football was where the most athletic scholarship money was. For the sons of steelworker families, a football scholarship was often the only ticket to a college education. A college diploma, not a professional sports contract, was what I dreamed about.

I was a good enough high school football player and had a strong enough academic record to earn full-scholarship offers from Columbia University in New York and Western Reserve (now Case Western) University in Ohio. They were both fine schools, and the scholarships made them financially attractive.

But then I visited Hiram College in the town of Hiram, twenty miles away from Warren. It was a small—about four hundred students—but highly prestigious liberal arts college with an excellent science and pre-med program. The people there were friendly and welcoming, and I decided it was perfect for me. The only problem was that while I was able to get a grant to cover half the yearly cost for tuition and room and board—which came to precisely $759.11—I had to come up with the rest of the money myself. My mother was able to help me, but I knew that unlike most of the other students, who came from prosperous families, I would find paying for four years of college, not to mention four years of medical school after that, to be a struggle.

That’s where baseball came in.

Hiram didn’t have a baseball team when I first enrolled there in the winter of 1952, but they promised they would start one. They cobbled together a fifteen-man team, outfitted us with worn-out old Cleveland Indians uniforms, and let us play baseball on a high school football field. I barely hit .200 and hit just two home runs during the ten-game season. I wasn’t exactly a standout.

That summer one of my friends, Roger Bryant—a Western Reserve student who later became a successful dentist—and I were playing on the Warren team of the National Amateur Baseball Federation’s (NABF) eighteen-and-under league. I played first base, Roger played shortstop. In August, our team went to Cincinnati for the annual NABF tournament. In the championship game, which was played in the Cincinnati Reds’ Crosley Field, I managed to muscle a couple of home runs into the right field bleachers.

At that time, I batted and threw left-handed, although I wasn’t a true lefty. I wrote left-handed on paper but right-handed on a blackboard, threw balls overhand with my left arm but underhand with my right arm, like in softball. (Today I swing a golf club right-handed. I don’t know why; it just feels right that way.)

Although I didn’t know it, as I was hitting those homers into the right field seats, a guy named Alan Fey was watching from the stands. Fey was a “bird dog” for the New York Giants—that is, not a full-time scout but someone who occasionally earned small commissions by tipping off big league scouts about promising young players. After the game Fey came up to me, introduced himself, and said, “You looked pretty good out there hitting the ball. You might actually be good enough to give this game a shot.”

I appreciated the kind words, but I didn’t think much of it. I just didn’t think of myself as a promising young baseball player.

But then a couple of days later, after I’d gone home to Warren, I got a call from Tony Ravish, the Giants’ chief scout in the Northeast. Tony, a former catcher in the minors and for the Toronto Maple Leafs of the International League, was a fast-talking New Yorker and a classic baseball scout. In fact, the next year he would actually play a scout in the Hollywood movie The Big Leaguer.

“Bill,” Tony said, “the Giants are interested in you. They’re going to be in Pittsburgh this weekend and they want you to come down so you can work out for them.”

Again, I should have been bowled over. But I wasn’t. I just didn’t see myself playing professional baseball.

Still, I didn’t want to pass up any opportunities, so I took the train to Pittsburgh. In the morning, before the Giants–Pirates game began, I took batting practice and starting hitting home runs while Tony and Leo Durocher looked on.

For a left-handed pull hitter, the right field line at Forbes Field was a relatively short 320-foot shot. I took dead aim on the foul pole and started hitting balls that easily cleared the fence. Fortunately, the pitches were all fastballs, which I could hit; if they’d thrown me breaking balls, which I couldn’t hit, my baseball career probably would have ended right there.

Strangely, after only a couple of dozen swings I heard a loud voice. Durocher yelled, “Okay, that’s enough. Let’s get him off the field.” I was quickly hustled into the clubhouse. I thought I must have disappointed them somehow, but Tony later told me that Pirates general manager Branch Rickey had come to the stadium early that day. Durocher was afraid that if Rickey saw me hit, he might try to grab me for the Pirates. The Giants had decided that they wanted to sign me.

All of this probably sounds a little too fast, a little too easy. A kid with marginal baseball skills hits a few balls out of the park and suddenly a major league club wants to sign him up? It certainly wouldn’t happen that way today.

But you have to remember that back then, major league baseball organizations were a lot bigger than they are today. Major league teams had not only Class AAA, Class AA, and Class A minor league teams, but also Class B, C, and D teams below that. In 1952, the Giants alone had fourteen farm teams at all levels. Almost every Podunk in America had some level of major league farm club. And the pay for minor league players, and even major league players, was only a fraction of what it is today.

With hundreds of players in their organization, a team could afford to take a young player with one bankable skill and hope that with time and practice he could develop into an all-around competent major-league-level player. My one bankable skill was hitting fastballs over the right field fence. The Giants figured that if I could do that at 320 feet in Forbes Field, maybe someday they could use me to hit home runs down the 258-foot right field line at the Polo Grounds.

When Giants scout Tony Ravish stopped by my hotel room that night, he started right in trying to sign me—ideally for as little money as possible. Initially, Tony wanted to sign me up with no signing bonus—that is, no money up front. I told him no. Then he upped it to $1,000, and I still said no. Tony, exasperated, called Leo Durocher.

“The kid wants more dough,” Tony said. I could hear Leo’s voice coming through on the other end. He was cussing so loud that Tony had to hold the phone away from his ear.

A few minutes later, Leo showed up at the room. He was pissed off.

“Whaddaya want, kid?” he demanded.

So I told him. I wanted enough bonus money to pay for my four years of college at Hiram—that was $2,500 up front. I wouldn’t take less.

This may seem almost unbelievable. An eighteen-year-old kid bargaining for more money with one of the toughest managers in baseball? But I had a powerful negotiating tool, which was my own ambivalence. I wasn’t dying to go pro. If the money was good enough to pay for my top priority, which was college, then fine. But if it wasn’t, I could walk away without a qualm.

I wasn’t being cocky or arrogant. I just knew what I wanted, and what I had to do to get it, and I wasn’t afraid to say so. I’ve been that way all my life.

Looking back, Leo might have booted my butt out of the hotel room and out of Pittsburgh and out of baseball forever. But he didn’t.

Durocher and I couldn’t have been more different. Leo was a loud, tough, profane, big-city guy who was married to a movie star, Laraine Day. He was the one who famously said, “Nice guys finish last.” It was a sentiment that, although taken out of context when he said it, summed up the way he approached not only baseball, but life. He was also the guy who, as manager of the Dodgers in 1947, told the white players this about Jackie Robinson: “I don’t care if the guy is yellow or black, or if he has stripes like a zebra. I’m the manager of this team and I say he plays.”

Meanwhile, I was a quiet, reserved—not shy, but reserved—teenager from a small town in Ohio. And of course, Leo was white and I was black. But for some reason Leo had taken a liking to me. I guess he saw some potential there.

“Okay, kid, you got it,” Leo finally said. I left Pittsburgh that day with a $2,500 signing bonus offer and a promise that I could go to spring training with the Giants the next year. And Leo even threw in a new pair of baseball spikes.

Now the only hurdle standing between me and playing baseball for a major league organization was my mother.

Back then you couldn’t vote or sign a binding legal contract if you were under twenty-one. For me to accept the contract, my mother had to sign for me—and she was completely against it.

“What do you want to do that for?” she demanded. “You can’t make a living playing baseball. And they aren’t going to give black folks a fair shot anyway.”

She had a point. Although Jackie Robinson broke the on-the-field color line in baseball in 1947, and Wally Triplett became the first black player to be drafted into and play for the National Football League in 1949, and Earl Lloyd took the court as the first black National Basketball Association player in 1950, big league professional black athletes were still relatively rare in 1952.

The salaries earned by even major league baseball players back then weren’t close to what they are today. (In 2010, the average MLB salary was $3.3 million.) In 1950, near the end of his career, Joe DiMaggio was paid $100,000 a year, the highest baseball salary up to that time. Jackie Robinson, in 1950 the highest-paid Dodgers player, was making $35,000, the equivalent of about $300,000 today. But the major league minimum salary at the time was just $5,000, and the average major league player made about $10,000 to $15,000.

Sure, fifteen thousand dollars a year was okay money in the early 1950s, but it wasn’t life-changing wealth. Most ballplayers wound up as ordinary working stiffs after their baseball careers were over, especially if they lacked education. One of my future teammates on the Giants, a solid player for eight years in the majors, wound up driving a cab and eventually went to prison for robbery. Another spent seven years as a star pinch hitter with the Giants and then spent the next twenty-five years of his life working on a New York Harbor tugboat.

Professional baseball may have been exciting and fun, but it wasn’t a ticket to lifetime financial security.

Despite all that, my mother eventually relented and let me play, but only after I promised her that I wouldn’t let baseball interfere with college and that whatever happened, I would get my degree.

As it turned out, that was the only promise I ever made to my mother that I didn’t keep. Until the day she died in 2001, despite all my accomplishments in professional baseball and beyond, my mother never quite forgave me for not finishing college. She was only partially satisfied when I made sure that each of my five children received a college degree.

My mother never stopped believing that education was more important than athletics.

And as usual, she was right.




CHAPTER 4


I learned something important about baseball during spring training with the Giants in Phoenix in 1953. I learned that I still had a lot to learn about baseball.

When Leo Durocher first signed me with the Giants, I got him to promise that I could go to spring training the following season. This was unusual for a brand-new player. Ordinarily you would go straight to the minor leagues, most often at the lowest level, and then work your way up. Somehow I had the idea that I could go to spring training, show them what I could do, and then immediately start playing in the bigs.

I’m not sure why Leo even agreed to let me participate in spring training. Maybe he wanted to knock me down a peg. Or maybe he just liked having me around.
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