

[image: Cover]



Copyright © 2007 by John McCain and Marshall Salter

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Twelve

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our website at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

The Warner Books name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBN: 978-0-446-19871-4

First eBook Edition: August 2007



also by JOHN MCCAIN with MARK SALTER

Faith of My Fathers

Worth the Fighting For

Why Courage Matters

Character Is Destiny



For Roberta McCain and Lauralie Salter, assured and intelligent decision makers, whose example their sons have, with mixed success, tried to emulate



INTRODUCTION

I knew a man who slept through the night. He had nearly reached the end. Wounded, starved, delirious, and exhausted, he commanded himself to consider his situation carefully. The sights and sounds of salvation beckoned him and must have quickened the impulse to run toward it. In the last few days of his journey, he worried that he was losing his mind. He was slipping in and out of consciousness. He had caught himself arguing loudly with a Sunday-school teacher from his childhood. Thanking God for getting him this far, he briefly mistook his own voice for another American’s. Now, he had to summon all that remained of his wits, and his formidable courage, to make the most fateful decision of his life: to make one last dash now or to wait for daylight. His choice might win a hero’s welcome or indefinite pain and suffering; the blessings of a wife and children or the cruelty of an angered enemy; freedom or captivity; life or death.

He chose to wait.

Two weeks earlier, on August 26, 1967, Air Force Major George “Bud” Day had been shot down and captured north of Vietnam’s DMZ. He had broken his right arm in three places, painfully sprained his knee, and battered his face when he ejected from his F-100 fighter jet. The North Vietnamese who captured him had roughly set his fractures, fashioned a crude cast for his broken arm, bound his ankles together, and put him in a hole in the ground until he could be transported north. Tough old bird that he was, Bud decided to go home instead. Late in his first night of captivity, he freed himself from the ropes, crawled out of his hole, and quietly began his trek to the other side of the DMZ and an American airfield, twenty miles or so to the south.

Over the next two weeks, he traveled at night and slept when he could during the day. He waded through rice paddies, dragged himself across jungle floors, climbed hills, crossed rivers, wandered in circles under dense jungle canopy, narrowly evaded recapture, and, once, risked exposing himself to enemy fire while floating down the Ben Hai River on two pieces of bamboo. He subsisted on dew and rainwater, a handful of berries now and then, and a couple of live frogs he swallowed out of desperation. He became ill, unable at one point to keep water down. He burned with fever. But he was tougher than most men, and braver. And he kept moving south.

Finally, near the end of the thirteenth day of his escape, he came to rest within a mile of a forward American air base. He watched helicopters and aircraft take off and land, signaled one or two unsuccessfully, and fought the impulse to run toward his countrymen as fast as a starving, half-dead man with a bum knee and a broken arm could. But he restrained himself. Given his condition and the powerful temptation posed by the prospect of imminent rescue from his miseries, his restraint strikes me as almost as superhuman as the astonishing feat of endurance and guts that had brought him so close to salvation. Of course, as I would soon come to know, Bud Day is no ordinary man.

He had the presence of mind and discipline in the most trying of circumstances to weigh the risks of hurried action. He assumed that the perimeter of the airfield was mined. And he worried that in the dark, a limping, crooked, sun-darkened scarecrow of a man hastily making his way toward the base might be mistaken for someone other than an American pilot by a wary sentry with a loaded M-1 and an aversion to taking chances. So, he concluded that he would wait for daylight to make his approach, and he lay down in the jungle for one last night.

It was a sound decision. It might have been the right one. The perimeter was likely mined, and he very well could have been mistaken for the enemy and fired upon. It was certainly a difficult decision, though. So much was at stake, and there were so many unknowns on which to base a truly existential decision. It was a very hard call.

He had made the decision not knowing if time would prove him right or wrong, not knowing anything for certain. Would he be captured in the night? Would he be alive in the morning? He knew only that he had exercised the discipline necessary to make the best decision he could. Cowardice had not restrained him, informed caution had—that and courage, the courage to endure another night of terror and suffering. He was aware of his situation, its risks and rewards. He had weighed his prospects as judiciously as time and circumstances allowed. And he chose well.

He had chosen well from the beginning of his odyssey to its end. When almost any other man in his condition would have rejected the idea of escape as impossible, he had risked it. Not rashly or mistakenly—he had assessed his circumstances correctly. He had not been tightly bound. He had not been kept in a cell but in a shallow, underground shelter. Perhaps, because his captors had not imagined that a man in his shape could manage an escape attempt, he hadn’t been closely guarded. He was familiar with the terrain, and he had known the direction and distance to safety. He had had the cover of darkness.

He had believed in the mission. He had had confidence in his ability to accomplish it, not an irrational confidence born of conceit. He had known he had courage and stamina sufficient to overcome his injuries. He had known the time was right. His physical condition would decline with every day of captivity, and soon he would be taken north to prison. He did not act for himself alone, but for his family, to whom he wished to return. He was inspired by his duty to them and to the military code that exhorted captured Americans to escape if possible. He could see it was possible, when others would have seen the contrary.

His last decision, too, was a question of timing. Was it better to risk friendly fire and tripping a mine in the dark or to risk capture? He made a sound, informed, and hard decision that the risks of the former were greater than those of the latter. He would wait.

He had earned his freedom, fought for it, like no other man I have ever known. He should have had it.

As it turned out, he was to wait nearly six years for the freedom he had nearly grasped that night. He had risen with the dawn and made his way toward the base. In the open, several yards from the last jungle between him and safety, he was spotted by two North Vietnamese soldiers. They shouted at him to stop. He made a run for cover, and just before he reached it a bullet to his left leg brought him down. He hid in the bush as best he could. He lay still, trying not to breathe or groan from the pain, his heartbeat the only sound. He listened as his enemies tore madly through the jungle, shouting and firing indiscriminately. He lay still as one of them drew almost near enough to touch him but for a moment still could not see or hear him. And then he did.

They tortured Bud for his heroism on the long ride to Hanoi. They tortured him even more cruelly once he arrived at the dark, daunting, and dangerous prison they called Hoa Lo, the “fiery furnace.” Torture could change a man forever. But it didn’t change him. He was as tough, as brave, and as confident the day he left captivity as he had been the day he had almost escaped it.

He had made a sound decision, in a crucible few people ever encounter. It had probably been the right one. But it had not worked out as he had hoped. That was his misfortune, and he was man enough to accept it without crippling regret.

As unfortunate as his capture was for Bud, it was salvation for many others. Few leaders in Vietnam’s prisoner-of-war camps were as honorable, brave, and inspiring as he was. The courage of his heroic escape attempt was recognized by a Medal of Honor, which was also given him for the trials he so bravely endured on behalf of all of us in the long years ahead. Included in the credit he can always claim is my life. But for Bud Day and his misfortune, I do not I think I would have ever left that prison. But that is another story.

I tell this part of Bud’s story because it involved such a fateful and admirable decision. In the time I shared his circumstances, I would see him make other hard and, sometimes, life-risking decisions, and in my judgment they were usually the right ones. But I think this one, a decision with everything on the line, revealed all the attributes I most respect about good decision making and exemplary decision makers. It is one of the rare instances when the assessment of the quality of the decision doesn’t depend most, or even much, on its outcome. The proof isn’t always in the pudding, but it is often enough that we have come to accept that maxim as gospel. Not in this case. Part of the reason for that is that we can never know for certain whether, had he chosen the other course, he would be alive to tell the tale. But more, it is because in the direst circumstances, suffering physically and mentally from extraordinary hardships, with no counsel, no assistance of any kind, utterly on his own, with his emotions in tumult, he managed to think clearly and carefully about his choice and make a sober, considered judgment. He committed himself to it, checked what was surely a hypercharged survival instinct, and went to sleep.

He was as aware of his situation, the environment in which he must make a decision, as was possible. He knew the terrain. He knew how to navigate it. He understood the risks and the opportunities. He believed he had the necessary resources—in this case, his own fortitude—to achieve his objective. He had taken the measure of his enemies, understood as much as he could about their methods and resources. He appreciated the potential for catastrophic mishap when an eighteen-year-old sentry is startled in the dark.

He had known when the right moment was at hand to slip his ropes, having sensed that it would soon pass. And when he made his final decision, he sensed that the moment for his last effort had not arrived.

He had foresight. He could see the possible where most others would have seen disaster and hopelessness.

His foresight, as foresight often is, was rooted in his confidence. Conceit is often mistaken for confidence. His was an instinct honed from years of experience and preparation. He was sure of himself, but it wasn’t vanity that made him so. He trusted his strength and practical sense. It had always served him well. Vietnam was his third war, and this hadn’t been his first existential decision. He compensated for his weakness, his desperation. And he trusted he had the courage to stick it out.

He acted with humility. He did not risk everything to avoid imprisonment and worse for his own sake but for that of the family he loved well, and who needed him.

And, finally, he had been inspired, beckoned by duty and an officer’s sense of honor.

I have long believed these—awareness, foresight, timing, confidence, humility, and inspiration—are the qualities typically represented in the best decisions and in the characters of those who make them. What follows is a tribute to those qualities and to people who possessed them in character and action.

The stories in this book were chosen because they illuminate at least one of these qualities. Indeed, as in Bud Day’s decision, many of them possess all the aforementioned attributes. But our purpose with each story is to focus on just one and to learn by example, if not how to make a difficult decision, then how to judge one after—and, pos-sibly, before—it is made, to see if it can claim these qualities, which seem common to the best decisions.

We have not sought to provide a procedural formula for difficult decision making, such as Benjamin Franklin offered his friend, the British scientist Joseph Priestly. Write two columns on a piece of paper, he advised, listing the pros and the cons of a given course of action, and add items to each over time as they occur to you. Often the hardest decisions must be made without benefit of time to examine every possible consequence. Ideally, if we foresee that such a decision will eventually confront us, we can undertake an elaborate analysis before the moment for action arrives. But that is not always possible. Sometimes we must grasp the situation immediately or in a very short period of time, which allows only the most cursory review of our options and their potential outcomes.

We must prepare ourselves, of course, for such eventualities, by learning all we can about the situations in which we bear responsibility. We must understand, to the best of our ability, the people involved, with us and against us. We must know ourselves, our own strengths and weaknesses, and how best to employ the former and compensate for the latter. We must remember, almost instinctively, the lessons we have learned from earlier decisions, both those that succeeded and those that did not. And we must learn to act when necessary, no matter how challenging the obstacles, and to wait when caution is appropriate, no matter how urgently we feel the need to proceed.

But procedures for decision making will always vary, depending on the circumstances and our qualities. We all have our idiosyncrasies, the values, habits, instincts, cares, and superstitions—accumulated throughout our lives—that influence our judgment. When I assess a decision, I want to know all I can about the character of the decision maker before I examine the properties of the decision, its outcome, or how it was arrived at. When General Eisenhower alone gave the signal to launch the invasion of Europe, he wrote a statement claiming all blame should it fail and giving all credit for success to the courage and resourcefulness of his soldiers. That tells us a lot about Eisen-hower’s character and offers evidence of the quality of his decision that is as important as the factors or procedures he used to make it. That he accepted his enormous responsibility so honorably, and with such gravity, suggests that it was made with great care and with humility. It seems obvious that who decides is as important as what is decided.

In the end, it is always character that most moves history, for good or ill.

I cannot offer a several-step, how-to-make-a-great-decision plan for beginners. I would be hard pressed to provide a cogent description of how I make decisions. The ways I have arrived at important decisions, both right and wrong ones, have varied over the years. I hope this has resulted in a progressively better approach. But I have blundered often enough in recent years to forswear such a boast.

My life has been blessed with the good company of many people of exemplary character and sound reason, who made hard calls with courage and humility. I have learned from their examples. If I fail to heed those lessons when making an important decision, the fault doesn’t lie with the stars, but with my own deficiencies. When I have done well it is because I have had the best teachers, whose examples made a hard call clearer to me and, in some instances, easier to make.

I knew a man who slept through the night, when everything hung in the balance. He would accept whatever the day brought, whether it be joy or sorrow. He had done his best and had taken his rest. And that, my friends, is all that is required of any of us.



AWARENESS



Naval aviators claim to have invented the term “situational awareness” to describe an aviator’s comprehension of the tactical situation he encounters when flying a mission—how well he keeps track of everything that is happening or likely to happen around him. Where is he in formation? Where is the ground? How close is he to the target? What’s his fuel level? How is his aircraft performing? Are his avionics functioning correctly? Are weather conditions hampering the operation and increasing its risks? Where is the enemy, or where is he likely to be? What are the scope, location, and range of the enemy’s air defenses? Is he evaluating new information he perceives or that is communicated to him and altering his expectations accordingly? These are but a few of the scores of variables he must keep track of to increase the likelihood of his mission’s success.

There are more subjective judgments involved in the decisions he must make during his mission. How good a pilot is he? How good are the other pilots in his squadron? How experienced are they? How fatigued? How good is the enemy? How experienced? How stressed? What personality attributes of his or his squadron mates might affect his judgment? Is he steady under pressure? Are they? Is he brave enough? Does flying seem natural to him, or is it a complex and exacting chore that makes him anxious and distracts him from the achievement of his mission? Is he the overconfident type? Do the other fliers’ reactions to the situation, the weaknesses and strengths of their personalities, cause him to take risks he shouldn’t or to elude his responsibilities? Is he so gung ho or so flushed with adrenaline that he is heedless of increasing danger? Is he the type who, when he hears the tone that warns him the enemy’s weapon system has locked onto him, keeps barreling in on his target, or does he take immediate evasive maneuvers? He must understand and try to compensate for all these variables as he makes decisions that will affect the outcome of the mission and, perhaps, determine whether he lives or dies.

That’s what they taught me in aviation school anyway. And personal experiences reinforced the lesson. On my last combat mission in Vietnam, having survived several mishaps that could have but did not cost me my life, I wasn’t as acutely aware of the danger to my own well-being that the mission entailed. Instead of interpreting my previous experiences as evidence that things can and often will go wrong when flying, particularly in dangerous and stressful conditions—an awareness that should have made me more heedful of the danger—I had developed a false sense of my own invulnerability. And that characteristic of my ego, which I felt no need to check, discounted the danger I personally faced. I placed too much faith on what was beyond my knowledge or control: luck. And my luck ran out that day. When I heard the warning tone that an enemy SAM battery had locked onto me, I was moments away from dropping my bombs on target. I thought I had enough time to do my job and still evade the missile I knew would probably be coming my way. I also allowed my desire to get the hell away from Hanoi, which, thanks to Soviet assistance, had become the most heavily air-defended city in history, to encourage me to strike first and evade second. I didn’t want to come back for a second run. I had five and a half very long years to regret my decision and the lapse in self-awareness that prevented me from recognizing the cockiness that had blinded me to one of the immutable principles of war and life: luck is unreliable.

Obviously, not every important decision involves stakes that are so consequential. But gaining the most acute awareness of both the objective and subjective circumstances in which you make a decision, in the time allotted for making it, increases the quality of every decision. The first question you need to answer is: What are the stakes involved? What is at risk and how much is it at risk by your decision? If the stakes are grave—life or death, the success or failure of an important enterprise, the well-being or peril of a loved one—you will proceed cautiously and expend every effort and every last second to gather relevant information before you decide. If your object would be irretrievably lost by the wrong decision, you will feel that burden even more. If the stakes are not so grave, or if you know you will have time to compensate for a bad decision, then you might have the space to consider bolder action—one that might carry a greater risk of failure but will achieve more significant success if it proves to be right. Of course, sometimes circumstances are so dire that only a bold decision can rescue you from them. If that’s the case, good luck. You’re going to need a lot of it, and a lot of courage. Perhaps you are not required to make any decision at all but have glimpsed an opportunity to advance a particular interest. Do you know what it could cost you? Is it worth the risk? Are you confident you understand the environment, so that your gamble is more than an expression of your desires, that it has a decent chance to succeed?

Time is the second consideration. When does the problem become unsolvable? When will the opportunity pass? Will you have another opportunity to recover from the wrong decision? What is the last moment you have to decide, and do the chances of success diminish or increase by waiting? Is patience a virtue or a risk? How much time do you have to think and to discuss it with others? Is more information attainable in any realistic time frame? Are you required to make a decision on the spot? If so, then you answer the third critical question.

Are you prepared for the decision? Do you know your business? Have you already gained the knowledge to make the call? Do you know what you don’t know? Have you trained to follow an urgent-decision protocol that can be executed in the time available? Are you experienced in making right decisions on the spot or at length in an environment like the one you now confront, with the same players involved and similar risks and rewards at stake? If the situation involves human opponents, do you know how prepared or experienced they are? Do they know what they don’t know? Are you reasonably sure you have the means to execute the decision? Does it matter? Are there other people with more experience and better preparation to whom you can turn for advice?

If you have more time to make a decision, then you must make yourself more aware. You can gather more information, consult a wider circle of advisers, study your situation and review similar decisions, seek answers to questions you know are pertinent, and identify questions that aren’t immediately apparent.

Fourth, do you have confidence, an informed confidence, that the information you are using to make the decision is reliable? Are your assumptions no more than groupthink, conventional interpretations of situations that may differ in important, perhaps unknown ways from the one you are currently in or that have not been reassessed in light of incoming information? Or are they based on observations of the specific situation? Have you weighed conflicting evidence and come to a sound conclusion as to which is more accurate? The answer to these questions may well rely on personal knowledge you possess about the sources of that information. Has the source been reliable in the past? Is it experienced with providing such information? If it is human intelligence on which you rely, what are your sources’ qualifications for locating and evaluating relevant information? What are their motives? Could they have hidden motives? Have they given you reason in the past to doubt their judgment? Do they have the ability to separate the important from the extraneous? Do they understand your needs? Do they see the situation in the same way or differently than you do? Do you know why? Remember, garbage in, garbage out, as computer programmers say. False information is often perpetuated and will lead you to not only one bad decision but possibly several if it forms the premise of your strategic thinking and is not exposed as false in good time.

A large part of the reason the United States invaded Iraq was our confidence that Saddam Hussein possessed chemical and biological weapons and was making significant progress in developing nuclear weapons. That confidence was in part based on information from previously unreliable or questionable sources. Part of it was based on the comfort we took from the fact that the intelligence services of many other countries shared that assumption. Leave aside the question of whether we would have invaded had we known the true state of his weapons programs: some have argued we shouldn’t have; others, myself included, argued that Saddam still posed a threat that was best to address sooner rather than later. I mention this issue only to illustrate how false information perpetuated other mistakes. Soon after the invasion, we devoted time and manpower and the priority concentration of our civilian leadership to efforts to scour Iraq for weapons that weren’t there, when it would have been far better to concentrate our efforts and our soldiers on more critically important tasks, such as securing conventional arms depots and dealing with the pockets of resistance we left behind in the race to Baghdad. The political and military mistakes we have made in Iraq offer a variety of examples of insufficient awareness. Books, rather large ones, have been written to cover them all. An important part of awareness is anticipating the decisions you will have to make if your initial decision proves successful. For instance, we were well aware of the quality of the Iraqi army, the conditions we would fight in, the stability of the regime we sought to destroy, even the character of the tyrant we deposed. We designed a force and an operational plan to dispense with them quickly. But we did not plan for or have the force ready to deal with our success. We didn’t know what would happen in Iraq if we achieved our initial objective by the means we employed, and we were very slow in realizing what was needed when it did happen. That proved to be a very serious and tragic mistake.

The last and indispensable component of awareness is the most subjective: personal knowledge of the people involved in and affected by your decision. And the most important part of that equation is self-awareness. Are you better at seeing the big picture and less adept at gathering and evaluating details? Are there people around you to compensate for that? Are you patient? Impulsive? Are you intimidated by a lack of consensus among your advisors? Are you dismissive of dissent? Do you have a tendency to focus on finding support for a judgment you have already made and to discount contradictory evidence? Once you’ve made up your mind, are you intent on moving on? Or will you change your mind even late in the game, if other facts come to light? Are you too prone to doubts? Or are you the kind of person whose treasured hopes have in the past trumped lessons learned from hard experience? What are your most common mistakes? Do you work well under pressure, or are you much better when you have time to wait on more information, on additional help, or for events to become clearer? Have your instincts served you well in the past? If so, do you trust them more than contradictory facts or the advice of experienced counselors? Most important, do you know these things about yourself? What have you done to compensate for them? Have you a team designed, at least in part, to compensate for your shortcomings? These are but a few of the many personal questions that have to be answered before making an informed decision. And they should be asked and answered before you are confronted with the need to make a decision.

What do you do when a routine checkup leads to an unfortunate diagnosis and you are confronted with choosing between two or more forms of treatment? Do you simply ask the doctor for his or her advice and give your assent to the decision? Do you know your doctor well enough? Is your trust based on anything more than familiarity and amiability? If your doctor is not qualified to make that recommendation, he or she will likely send you to someone who is. Have you sought additional opinions? Have you searched for information about the nature of your disease? What are the rates of success for each proposed treatment? Do you know how much time you have before your situation becomes so acute that it limits your options? Do you understand the nature of the proposed treatments? Do you know enough about yourself to know if you can withstand mentally and physically some treatments better than others? If surgery is required, have you taken care to find the best surgeon available? Have you chosen a hospital that is well regarded for the kind of surgery or treatment you need?

In short, the better aware you are, the more sound your decision. What is the most common observation made by someone who made the wrong call? “I really didn’t know.”




THE MAHATMA 

AND THE INTRUDER

[image: art]

Branch Rickey changed things. The “smartest man in baseball,” according to Time magazine, he was the author of many of the game’s most important innovations. As general manager for the St. Louis Cardinals, he had started the farm system by purchasing controlling interests in minor-league teams so that they would develop young talent for his club. He used sophisticated statistical analyses to evaluate players’ performance. Knothole gangs, sliding pits, batting tees, and helmets were all his ideas. He believed the ability to hit, throw, and field were God given, but everything else about baseball could be taught, and he pioneered blackboard coaching to teach both fundamentals and newly designed plays. He was the shrewdest judge of talent in the business. He developed an extensive scouting network to find the most promising young athletes in the country, develop their potential in his farm teams, and turn them into pennant-winning ballplayers. A master trader, he had an uncanny ability to recognize just when a star player’s talent had peaked and trade him before his decline was noticeable, reaping better players and handsome payments in the bargain.

When he started with the Cardinals, they were $175,000 in debt and the worst team in baseball. When he left, they were one of the most profitable teams, the home of the “Gashouse Gang,” one of the best teams in the National League in the 1930s, and the owners of six league pennants and four World Series victories.

He was a square block of a man in a shapeless suit, bow tie, and fedora, with a shock of dark hair draping his brow. He had a meaty face, a cigar wedged in the corner of his mouth, and bushy eyebrows; he looked owlish behind his big spectacles. He vibrated with the energy and gushing sanctimony of his theatrical nature. The child of a strict Methodist upbringing on an Ohio farm, he neither swore nor drank and turned every sportswriter’s question into an occasion for a long sermon on baseball and morals and anticommunism and the American way. Reporters referred to his office, where he preached to them, as “the Cave of the Winds.” He treated rotary clubs, his family, and the occasional knothole kid to the same windy sermonizing that wearied the usually indefatigable New York press. He was “a mixture of Phineas T. Barnum and Billy Sunday,” Time magazine said, “who is prone to talk piously of the larger and higher implications of what he is doing.”1

He was both pious and cunning and a bottom-line man. He never attended Sunday games, out of deference to his devout mother and the strictures of his faith. But he listened to them on the radio, and, as his critics never tired of pointing out, he didn’t object to the fact that the Sabbath was the most profitable day of the week at ballparks. He was an outspoken advocate of prohibition who kept company with some of baseball’s hardest drinkers. He was devoted to his wife, an exemplary father to his six children, strict in his decorum, and averse to gambling; but when he was with the Brooklyn Dodgers he retained as manager and protected the tempestuous, hard-drinking Leo Durocher, Leo the Lip, whose two favorite activities were cussing at umpires and shooting dice with some of the New York nightlife’s more unsavory characters. He preached the virtue of honesty but had few qualms about using deception in the service of a higher cause, especially winning ball games. He was a prominent Republican and quite conservative—when he was with the Cardinals, he had considered running for governor of Missouri. It was said “his enemies were (in no particular order) Roosevelt, communism, and welfare.”2 Yet the great plan he was conceiving even in his years in St. Louis would put him in league with the most radical forces in the country, including the American Communist Party.

He was the highest-paid executive in baseball, and the most tightfisted. He was infamous for the low salaries he paid his players. The owner of a team in the Negro Leagues remarked, “I’ve heard Mr. Rickey is very religious. If such is true, his religion runs towards the almighty dollar.”3 He once rebuked his best hitter, who was demanding a salary commensurate with his contributions to the team, “We lost with you and we can lose without you.” Jimmy Powers of the New York Daily News, less impressed with Rickey’s shrewdness than he was disdainful of his miserliness, tagged him with the uncomplimentary moniker “El Cheapo.”

He was tireless, working from dawn to late in the evening, except on Sundays. He had two professional obligations, which he pursued relentlessly: to win and to make as much money doing it as possible. “Luck,” he said, “is the residue of design.” When he arrived in Brooklyn in 1942, the Dodgers had just won a pennant, but it was an aging team with a weak minor-league system, and it took Rickey a couple years to turn things around. He built a better farm system, quadrupled the size of his scouting staff, and, in those World War II years, signed a crop of players too young to be drafted, to much ridicule from the exuberantly hyperbolic New York press, that by war’s end was to yield some of the best players in the game. He traded away some of the club’s most popular players. The Dodgers finished seventh in the league in Rickey’s third year with them. The fans and the sportswriters were merciless. But he inspired his players’ loyalty and a nearly religious reverence for his motivational powers and genius. He called them by their first names. They called him Mr. Rickey. He insisted on it.

The Professor, the Brain, El Cheapo, and the Deacon were four of the many nicknames reporters assigned him, but the one that fit the best, and stuck, was “the Mahatma,” invented by sportswriter Tom Meany to describe the man who was “a combination of God, your father and a Tammany Hall leader.”4

He was, for all his theatricality, imperiousness, guile, and hard-nosed business practices, a man with deep convictions. He believed in change, not just in the game he loved but in the country. He often remarked in public that he wanted to use his talents for causes “that mattered outside the park.”5 Early in his life, he had played professional ball for a few years. But cold-eyed judge of talent that he was, he knew he would never be much of a success at it. He could hit all right, but he wasn’t much of a fielder. In a single game in 1907 he had thirteen stolen bases charged against him. He went to Ohio Wesleyan University to make something of himself, and then to the University of Michigan, where he obtained a law degree. One afternoon, when he was still with the Cardinals, he unexpectedly lamented to his son his frustration that he had never employed his talents for a more meaningful social purpose than winning baseball games.

I completed my college course in three years. I was in the top ten percent of my class in law school. I’m a Doctor of Jurisprudence. I am an honorary Doctor of Laws. . . . You have to admit, boy, that I am an educated man. . . . And I like to believe that I am an intelligent man. . . . Then will you please tell me, why in the name of common sense, I spent four mortal hours today conversing with a person named Dizzy Dean.6

He had coached the baseball team at Ohio Wesleyan. A young black man, Charlie Thomas, was the team’s catcher and best hitter. According to Thomas, Rickey had always taken “a special interest in my welfare.”7 In South Bend for a game against Notre Dame, Thomas was denied a room when the team checked into its hotel the night before the game. “Why don’t you have a room for him?” Rickey asked the hotel manager, who replied, “Because our policy is whites only.” Rickey prevailed on the innkeeper to allow Thomas to sleep on a cot in his room. As Rickey subsequently told the story, after making the rounds to check that his players were settled into their rooms for the night, he returned to his own room to find Thomas sitting on a chair, sobbing and rubbing his hands as if he were trying to remove their color. “Black skin, black skin,” he cried. “If only I could make them white, Mr. Rickey.” Although Thomas remembered the incident as less dramatic than his coach’s account, Rickey claimed he had forever after been haunted by the memory of it. “I vowed that I would always do whatever I could to see that other Americans did not have to face the bitter humiliation that was heaped upon Charlie Thomas.”8

However much Rickey might have embellished the story, there is little doubt that his religious faith had instilled in him a sincere aversion to injustice. He revered Abraham Lincoln and was an avid reader of books on slavery and Jim Crow laws. He corresponded with noted academics who had written about segregation and theorized about methods to weaken its hold over the American conscience. His daughter Jane recalled another example of Rickey’s moral commitment to justice from his years in St. Louis. Rickey had accompanied her to court to challenge a traffic ticket she had received. While there, his attention was drawn to an African American, a suspect in a murder case, whom the police were abusively interrogating. Rickey intervened, upbraided the police, reminded them that the man had rights, and gave the suspect his card with an offer to represent him. The man was subsequently released, and Rickey hired him as his chauffeur.9

It is clear that the decision for which Branch Rickey will always be remembered, while certainly consistent with his bottom-line sensibility, had a moral component as well. In the beginning, he was careful to reveal his higher purpose to only a few people who would appreciate it and to insist to everyone else that he had done it only to help the Dodgers win the pennant. He used his guile to ensure a successful outcome, to make it acceptable to baseball and the public. But to make it work, he would need more than cunning and an adroit public-relations campaign. Branch Rickey was going to change things in baseball and America, and he needed a man with guts to help him do it, the guts to endure the unendurable for the sake of a good cause. He dispatched his scouts to scour the country for the man who could do it. They found him playing shortstop in the Negro Leagues for the Kansas City Monarchs.

His wife, Rachel, said that what first attracted her to Jackie Robinson when she was a nursing student at UCLA and he was a four-letter star athlete there was his dignity, the way he “walked straight” and “held his head up . . . proud of not just his color, but his people.”10 He was not a meek man whom racism had accustomed to servility. He had always stood up for himself, seldom accepted abuse without challenge, and had gotten himself into plenty of scrapes to prove he was a better man than those who treated him cruelly. When just a small boy, he was taunted on the streets of Pasadena, California, with cries of “nigger, nigger, nigger.” His family counseled him to ignore such insults, but he couldn’t. “Cracker, cracker, cracker,” he retorted, “and when the rocks came flying, small as he was, he picked them up and flung them back.”11

At the urging of her brother, Burton, who had immigrated to California several years before, Mallie Robinson had moved her five children from Cairo, Georgia, to Pasadena when Jackie was barely more than a year old. Her philandering husband had abandoned the family’s sharecropper cabin not long after Jackie was born, consigning them to even deeper poverty. Their abusive white landlord, who remembered Mallie “as the sassiest nigger woman ever on this place,” added to her burdens.12 She used the family’s meager savings to purchase the train tickets, and with several members of their extended family moved to Pasadena, where she found work as a maid for several wealthy families.

She was a religious woman and a strict but kindhearted and attentive mother. She left their home in the dark early-morning hours, walked miles to her place of employment, and returned home well into the evening, every week of the year. She assigned each child the responsibility to look after the next youngest one. Willie Mae, the second youngest, looked after Jackie. Jackie, the youngest, looked after himself. Pasadena offered more opportunities to the Robinson family than Georgia had, but they remained in poverty, struggling to afford two meals a day, some days only one, and some days no more than a piece of bread, sugared and dipped in milk. And if they had hoped to escape the oppression of the Jim Crow south, Pasadena imposed its own injustices, segregated as it was by custom rather than law. The Robinsons, along with Mallie’s sister’s family, managed to buy a modest white frame house in a working-class neighborhood. They were the only black family on Pepper Street, and they were not welcome. They hadn’t been in the house long before one of their neighbors burned a cross on their front lawn. Jackie’s oldest brother, Edgar, put out the flames. Stones were hurled at their windows, and various other attempts were made to drive them from the neighborhood. They stuck it out, in the house they called “the castle,” for the refuge it provided them, and in time their steadfastness won the grudging respect of their neighbors.

There were no black schools in Pasadena, and at the predominately white schools the Robinson children attended they were expected to keep to themselves and to submit quietly to their inferior status. On their way to and from school, they were subjected to verbal and physical abuse from white kids, and even by adults who rolled down their car windows to shout insults or warnings to them. Once, when Jackie and a few friends had jumped into the local reservoir to escape the misery of hot summer day, they were arrested by a sheriff’s deputy who remarked, “Look there, niggers are swimming in my drinking water.” At the county jail, one of the boys complained he was thirsty. The sheriff told one of his deputies, “The coon’s hungry. Go buy a watermelon.”13 Jackie remembered people in Pasadena as “less understanding, in some ways, than southerners . . . they were more openly hostile.” He had always been made to feel, he remembered, “like an intruder,” and he resented it for the rest of his life.14

But Robinson would have had to agree that California also offered more opportunities to prove himself equal to or better than any white kid there than the south would have. For him, those opportunities were found mostly on the playgrounds of the city’s parks and the playing fields of his schools, on teams that were integrated many years before southern teams were. Long after Jackie Robinson had left California, those who knew him on those playgrounds recalled that they had never seen an athlete like him.

His mother had taught him to be proud and not to let the ignorance of others weaken his self-esteem. She taught him to be assertive in defense of his rights. She taught him to hold himself upright when his dignity was challenged but to respond without letting his passion get the better of him. She tried to instill in her children the faith in which she abided, the belief that to be a person of quality in the eyes of God is all that really matters. But Jackie had trouble keeping his rage in check. Insults were not something he found easy to bear quietly. He had his share of fights and got into a fair amount of trouble with the police. For a brief time, he ran with a gang of self-styled tough kids, though their crimes never rose above the level of petty vandalism. But a young minister who took an interest in Jackie persuaded him to stay out of gangs and channel his frustration and energy into athletic competition. And to his and America’s good fortune, Jackie took the lesson to heart. He soon understood that sports offered the better place to vent his anger and assert his dignity. “Jackie wasn’t a very likable person,” a friend from childhood remembered, “because his whole thing was just win, win, win, and beat everybody.”15 Jackie played as if he were intent on showing every doubting white person who had ever treated him unfairly that he was a man to be reckoned with.

There was hardly a sport in which he didn’t excel when he put his mind to it, from football to Ping-Pong. At Pasadena Junior College and then at UCLA he was a standout in track and field, football, basketball, and baseball. One observer called the UCLA point guard “the best basketball player in the United States”; another considered him the best halfback in the country. (He averaged twelve yards per carry.) He won trophies for golf and tennis. He was a champion swimmer. He set records for the broad jump and surely would have competed and medaled in the Tokyo Olympics in 1940 had they not been canceled following the outbreak of World War II. His brother Mack had won a silver medal in the 1936 Munich Olympics, finishing behind Jesse Owens in the two-hundred-meter dash, and had returned to Pasadena only to struggle to find work as a janitor.

Powerfully built, naturally agile, with an explosive first step, a fraction under six feet, and fearless, Jackie was an intimidating presence on the court and field. He was pigeon-toed, which gave him a staggered, awkward gait when he walked. But he ran like a race car. It was often remarked that Jackie could hit full speed by his third stride, and when he barreled down the sidelines carrying the football for UCLA, woe to the brave defensive tackle who tried to get in his way. He brought the fast break to the patient offensive sets of UCLA basketball and burned his opponents off the dribble. In baseball, which was not his favorite sport, “he was the bandit on the bases who sometime stole second, third and home in succession.”16 But more than any other quality, Jackie was remembered for a competitiveness so fierce that it left a lasting impression even on people who saw him play only once. He was unyielding, and he was tougher on himself than any other player. If he felt he hadn’t played well, he became sick to his stomach. In every game, no matter how unimportant, he wanted to beat the other side just as badly as it was possible to beat them. He simply burned to win.

Whatever resentment he may have encountered from white teammates and students, most of it disappeared as he proved his athletic prowess, and his legend as the best athlete at UCLA (and perhaps in California) spread throughout the state. Despite his celebrity, he was a reserved young man and wary of people who treated him like a star, assuming some of them would have once shut their homes and neighborhoods to his family. He had suffered a cruel blow not long after he had arrived at UCLA when his older brother Frank, whom he was closest to, was mortally injured in motorcycle accident and had died in the hospital in great pain, which Jackie had witnessed. At times, his reserve could slip into solemnity, which could be misperceived as surliness. He neither smoke nor drank, and until he met the elegant, proud, and strong-willed Rachel Isum, he dated infrequently. He played cards skillfully on team road trips, but not out of a weakness for gambling. It was just another form of competition to him, and he played to win. He still had his share of trouble, as he always found it hard to suffer a slight quietly, and with his hard-hitting approach to sports he found himself getting a reputation in some quarters for being something of a thug. The anger that motivated him on the field wasn’t extinguished by his successes and popularity. He knew that sports might have won him a privileged place in college, but after that there would be few opportunities to profit from his talents, as any white kid would if he had half of Jackie’s heart and talents.

He left UCLA in 1941, in the spring of his final semester, because he felt he could no longer afford to remain there. He had obligations to his family that he felt required him to begin making a living. His mother tried to persuade him to graduate, as did Rachel, with whom he had by then become seriously involved. When she challenged him, noting his good grades and how important a degree would be in the future they might have both suspected they would share, he told her he had thought about it a lot and had “come to the conclusion that somebody has to help my mother. She has worked herself almost to the point of collapse. . . . I just can’t feel right inside, knowing that she needs help and not giving it when I know I can.”17 UCLA offered to pay his expenses for the last months of the school year, but he would not be dissuaded. When Jackie Robinson made up his mind to do something, he did it.

He had little clear idea what he would do for work, but he hoped it would involve sports. He worked and played baseball at a camp for kids for a couple of months, before playing football for a semipro team and working construction jobs in Honolulu. He came back to Los Angeles in December, on board a ship that had left Honolulu two days before the attack on Pearl Harbor. He played semipro basketball for the Los Angeles Red Devils until he received his induction order from the army in March 1942, and reported to Fort Riley, Kansas for basic training.

When he asked to play on Fort Riley’s baseball team, the coach, a young captain, told him it was for whites only and said to another white officer, “I’ll break up the team before I’ll have a nigger on it.”18 The football coach offered him a place on his squad, but Jackie turned him down in retaliation for the earlier snub. When a full colonel, who had a son on the team, advised him that he could order him to play, Jackie acknowledged his authority to do so but reminded him that he couldn’t order him to play well.

Despite these unfortunate encounters, Jackie acquitted himself well at basic training, earning good marks for discipline, character, and marksmanship. Yet he was turned down when he applied for Officer Candidate School. As luck would have it, heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis was also stationed at Fort Riley at the time and had become friends with Robinson. When Louis learned Robinson’s application had been denied, he intervened with a friend at the War Department, who investigated reports that qualified black candidates were routinely turned down for the school. Not long after, the decision to reject his application was reversed, and in January 1943 he was commissioned a second lieutenant. He marked the occasion by buying an engagement ring for Rachel. Three years and one temporary breakup would pass before they finally made it to the altar. By then, Jackie and Rachel’s lives were about to change, and the country along with them, more than either could have anticipated when they first became engaged.

Robinson never saw combat during the war, having remained stateside for the duration. Two other incidents of his brief military career are worth noting, the first while he was still stationed at Fort Riley as the morale officer for an all-black company. He had listened to his soldiers complain about the many indignities they were forced to endure on the base because of their skin color, particularly the fact that only a few tables were available to black soldiers at the PX, while white soldiers were generously accommodated. Jackie promised the men he would take the matter up with the white major who served as provost marshal. The next day, he phoned Major Hafner and asked if the segregation of the PX was official policy or just custom. Hafner told him it was both. After Robinson protested, Hafner, who did not know he was speaking to an African-American officer, asked Jackie, “How would you like to have your wife sitting next to a nigger?”19 With that, Jackie exploded and dressed the major down in terms that are supposed to be the privilege of officers addressing a subordinate, not someone of superior rank.

Not much later, Jackie was transferred to an all-black tank battalion, although he had no training in tank warfare, at Fort Hood, which was located in a part of Texas not known then for its hospitality to newly arrived African Americans, even a freshly commissioned second lieutenant. Robinson proved a good officer, and the platoon he commanded received the best evaluation of any on the base. He made a very favorable impression on the battalion commander, who was a fair and competent officer. One evening Jackie took a bus from the officers’ club to the base hospital, where he was to have his ankle, which he had injured playing football, X-rayed to see if he was fit for overseas duty. He took a seat near the front of the bus. The white bus driver ordered him to move to the back. Lieutenant Robinson forthrightly refused, citing a recent directive from the Department of the Army that officially desegregated buses on army bases. The driver, now angry, persisted in demanding that he relinquish his seat. Jackie told him to mind his own business. When some of the white passengers took noisy offense at what they perceived as his arrogance, Jackie told them where they could go, too. After several further futile exchanges, the driver got off the bus to fetch the dispatcher and a couple of MPs. In short order, the MPs took Jackie to the assistant provost marshal, Captain Gerald Bear, who began dressing him down for trying to “start a race riot.” Jackie held his ground, and when the captain’s civilian secretary, who believed Texas’s segregation laws should apply on as well as off the base, insulted him, he returned the favor.

The next morning, Jackie’s battalion commander, Colonel Bates, was asked to sign papers charging him with insubordination, disturbing the peace, conduct unbecoming an officer, insulting a civilian, and refusing a lawful order from a superior officer. Bates refused to sign. So Fort Hood’s commanding general immediately transferred Robinson to another battalion, whose commanding officer was happy to see him court-martialed. The injustice of Robinson’s predicament provoked other African-American officers at the base to contact the NAACP, and soon leading African-American newspapers took up his cause.

He was assigned a skilled attorney, who easily demolished the testimonies of Captain Bear, the two MPs, and a few other eyewitnesses. The senior officers who heard the case, including one African-American officer, were all fair-minded men. The trial ended in an acquittal four hours after it had begun. Four months later, Jackie was honorably discharged from the army.

He accepted a job coaching basketball at Samuel Huston College, a small black college in Texas. It ended after one season, when he received an invitation to try out for the most celebrated team in the Negro Leagues, the Kansas City Monarchs, the team where Buck O’Neil played and managed, and where Satchel Paige, over forty and still the best pitcher in the game, hurled his fastballs. The Monarchs dominated their league. They had always had the best pitchers, hitters, fielders, and base runners. They were a colorful cast of characters, with names like Cool Papa Bell and Double Duty Radcliffe, and in the off-hours of their raucous itinerant life, they caroused with the best of them. Their coaching was poor, the training nonexistent. The teams were chronically short of equipment, even baseballs. The rules were lax. Pitchers used all manner of doctored balls, greased with Vaseline, scuffed with emery boards, nicked with penknives. The playing style was freewheeling. But the Monarchs prepared for every game and took the field intent on winning.

When Jackie arrived to play shortstop, his teammates didn’t consider him to be an exceptional ballplayer physically. He didn’t have the arm to play shortstop and wasn’t as quick defensively as he was running the bases. But they were impressed with his intelligence. “Jackie didn’t have the ability at first,” remarked a teammate, “but he had the brains.”20 He learned some of his skill at base running, his ability to keep the entire infield in jitters trying to guess when he was going to steal another base, from Cool Papa Bell, one of the best base thieves ever. Most impressive was his competitiveness, which was as keen as it had been at UCLA. He wanted to win as much as or more than any man on the team, and he hit .387 that season.

But he didn’t enjoy life in the Negro Leagues: the low pay, the rough life on the road, the broken-down buses, the long rides through the Jim Crow south and the assaults on his dignity they often entailed, the crummy hotels, the sloppy officiating, the erratic play, the hard drinking, and other excesses. He wanted more, and the fact that his race still got in the way of the success he knew he could attain made him seethe. He’d flame up over practical jokes, insults, and disrespect, no matter where they occurred. On more than one occasion, things got violent. A teammate recounted the many occasions when the team bus would pull into service stations in Mississippi, “where drinking fountains said black and white and we had to leave without our change, he’d get so mad.”21 On one memorable occasion, the Monarchs’ manager had to run back to the bus to summon the other players for help when a store owner called Jackie “boy.” “Jackie’s gonna get us killed,” he warned.22 Jackie tried to quit the team once and was persuaded by the offer of a raise to stick it out. But by the end of the season, he was finished with the Monarchs. He was going to Montreal to play baseball for the Royals, the Brooklyn Dodgers’ AAA farm team. Branch Rickey had asked him to be the first African American to play baseball in the major leagues. And Jackie Robinson had said yes.

As a national institution, baseball both reflected American society and had helped at critical moments to weave its disparate elements into a more coherent whole. It had served to restore national unity after the Civil War. Although St. Louis, Washington, and Cincinnati were the only major-league cities located near the south, the game was followed as avidly in southern newspapers as it was in the north and midwest. Early in the twentieth century, baseball was firmly established as the national pastime, beloved by rich and poor alike, white and black, every ethnic group, in every city and state. Kids played the game on city parks and streets and in farm pastures.

The great waves of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe yielded some of the best players in the game. Joe DiMaggio’s father was a Sicilian fisherman. Hank Greenberg was the son of Orthodox Jews who had emigrated from Romania. The presence in the game of so many players of diverse (if white) ethnic heritage, often first-generation Americans themselves, inspired the loyalty of new immigrants who had never seen or heard of the game before they arrived at Ellis Island, and it hastened their assimilation into the mainstream culture of their new country. But baseball, as powerful a unifying force as the military or any other national institution in America, also reflected in the 1940s the falseness and injustice of the “separate but equal” myth employed to justify the Jim Crow laws of the south and the de facto segregation of the north. African-American players, no matter how outstanding they were, had their own leagues. The major leagues were for white players and for the occasional mixed-race, Latino, Native American, or Asian player, but no one of obviously African heritage. There was no statute enforcing the segregation of organized baseball. Nor was there ever an official policy in the major leagues to exclude African Americans. The autocratic Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, baseball’s long-serving commissioner, frequently professed baseball had neither a written or unwritten policy barring black players. But everyone knew the score. There was an unwritten rule. And Landis was an implacable foe of integrating baseball.

World War II wrought many social changes in the United States, among them the migration of southern blacks to the north, where jobs were more plentiful and segregation less brutal. Major-league owners couldn’t have helped but notice that Negro League teams were starting to draw record attendances at games played in northern ballparks. Moreover, the recognition that African Americans had served, sacrificed, and fought with distinction in the war influenced white attitudes about race relations, providing greater power to moral arguments advanced on behalf of integration, and helped motivate the civil-rights advances of the forties and fifties. A national Fair Employment Practices Committee had been established in 1941 to investigate allegations of discrimination in government hiring. The New York State Assembly sanctioned a similar committee. Black newspapers, civil-rights leaders, and a number of white sportswriters in the north, including Jimmy Powell at the New York Daily News, became more vocal advocates during the war for the integration of baseball. New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia formed a Committee on Unity, made up of prominent civil-rights leaders in the city, to ensure that the city enforced fair employment and housing practices.

In Boston, a civil-rights activist on the city council had threatened to impose blue laws that would effectively close the city’s two major-league ballparks on Sundays. To avert the threatened financial catastrophe, the Red Sox agreed to allow three players from the Negro Leagues to try out for the team in April 1945. The tryout was simply a public-relations ploy, and none of the players was signed. They hit a few balls, shagged some flies, and were dismissed with nothing more than thanks, although Red Sox manager Joe Cronin conceded they had ability. Two of the players weren’t surprised that the Red Sox hadn’t really been interested in signing them and took the disappointment in stride. But the third player was genuinely angered by the charade. Wendell Smith, the sports columnist for a leading African-American newspaper who had arranged for the tryouts and brought the three men to Boston, remembered Jackie Robinson telling him after, “-Listen, Smith, it really burns me up to come fifteen hundred miles to have them give me the runaround.”23

The war had also drained the major leagues of some its best talent. Many of the players who had returned to the game after the war had sacrificed their prime playing years to answer their country’s call to arms, and the leagues were in need of new talent. Mountain Landis had died unexpectedly in 1944, but the new commissioner, a former U.S. senator and governor of Kentucky, A.B. “Happy” Chandler, was hardly known for his enlightened views on race relations. The mounting pressure on New York’s three major-league teams, the Yankees, Giants, and Dodgers, to integrate caused the Yankees’ president to write the new commissioner, describing the situation as “increasingly serious and acute” and warning that if something wasn’t done immediately to prevent it, “we will have colored players in the minor leagues by 1945, and in the major leagues shortly thereafter.”24 But Chandler surprised journalists who inquired about his views on the subject by remarking, “If a black boy can make it on Okinawa and Guadalcanal, hell, he can make it in baseball. . . . Once I tell you something, brother, I never change. You can count on me.”25

Branch Rickey observed these developments and understood their import with the alertness of a man who had been waiting patiently for years for the right time and opportunity to seize his place in history. He knew that opportunity would not present itself while he was in St. Louis, a deeply segregated border-state city. But he had been set on integrating the Dodgers since he came to Brooklyn in 1942. He approached the problem carefully and employed deception to mask his true intention. He knew that signing a black player to play for the Dodgers could not appear to be a concession to the pressure being exerted on the leagues by civil-rights activists, newspapers, and left-wing politicians, and he cautioned advocates, sometimes angrily, that they were setting the cause back by appearing to force the issue. Astute observer of social progress that he was, however, he knew their efforts were shaping the environment and accelerating the time when he would dare his great experiment. Still, he intended to argue to Brooklyn’s fans, players, and owners that his decision to sign a black player was in the best interests of the team, to help them win ball games and to fill the seats at Ebbets Field, and not because he had been moved to embrace the cause of social justice. In his heart, however, he held a nobler purpose. “I couldn’t face my God much longer,” he later explained, “knowing that His black creatures are held separate and distinct from His white creatures in the game that has given me all I won.”26 Were he to succeed in this most important assignment, he would have to find just the right man, a strong man with courage and character, who could take the abuse that was sure to come his way and answer not with his fists or mouth but by proving himself an exceptional ballplayer and gentleman.

Rickey devised a plan to integrate the Dodgers that was to proceed in six stages.

1. The backing and sympathy of the Dodgers’ directors and stockholders, whose investment and civic standing had to be considered and protected.

2. Picking a Negro who would be the right man on the field.

3. Picking a Negro who would be the right man off the field.

4. A good reaction from the press and public.

5. Backing and thorough understanding from the Negro race, to avoid misinterpretation and abuse of the project.

6. Acceptance of player by his teammates.27

Rickey first approached George McLaughlin, bank president, part owner of the team, and member of the Dodgers’ board of directors, to discuss his plans. McLaughlin gave his blessing to the project but counseled Rickey about the opposition he would encounter from fans and players: “If you find the man who is better than the others, you will beat it; if you don’t you’re sunk.”28 A few weeks later, Rickey met with the team’s directors and won their acquiescence to his plan and their promise to keep his intentions a secret, even from their families. Rickey kept his own family and closest associates as much in the dark as was possible. He then dispatched his scouting team to find his man.

To obscure his intentions, he told his scouts, some of whom might have resigned had they known they were recruiting a black man, that he planned to establish a new Negro league, the United States League, and he needed players to fill its rosters. He announced the plan in May 1945, promising to clean up the dubious practices and improve the freewheeling play of the Negro Leagues.* He took a member of Mayor La Guardia’s antidiscrimination committee into his confidence and suggested the formation of the subcommittee to examine the feasibility of integrating baseball, admitting that it would serve as a ruse to convince integration advocates that something was being done, relieve pressure on New York baseball, and allow Rickey to work secretly and on his own timetable to search for the right player. He met with the man who called the Dodgers’ games on the radio, Walter Lanier “Red” Barber, and told the Mississippi-raised sportscaster in confidence, “There is a Negro player coming to the Dodgers. I don’t know who he is and I don’t know where he is and I don’t know when he is coming. But he is coming. And he is coming soon.”29 Rickey knew that the immensely popular Barber had it within his power to influence Brooklyn’s fans either decisively for or against an African American on their team’s roster. He believed Barber could be persuaded to support him, because Rickey knew him to be a fair man, even if influenced by his southern heritage. Barber reacted to the news silently but was deeply disturbed at the prospect. He kept the news to himself but considered quitting the Dodgers. Eventually, as Rickey had known he would, Barber decided to stay with the team and just “broadcast the ball.”30 When Jackie Robinson arrived and proved himself on the field, Red Barber was to be one his most vocal and ardent supporters.

Rickey queried black sportswriters about who they thought were among the best prospects in the Negro Leagues. Wendell Smith, who had brought Robinson to the Red Sox tryouts, spoke highly of Jackie, confirming reports Rickey had already received from his scouts. Thinking that he might have found his man, he traveled to California in person to investigate Robinson’s background.

Robinson’s biographer, Jules Tygiel, described what kind of man Rickey was looking for:

The candidate did not have to be the best black ballplayer, though he naturally needed superior skills. Rather, he had to be the most likely to maintain his talents at a competitive peak while withstanding pressure and abuse. He needed the self-control to avoid reacting to his tormentors without sacrificing his dignity. “How can a man of worth and human dignity and unsullied personality bend enough?” Rickey later explained his thinking. . . . In addition to his composure on the field, the candidate had to be an exemplary individual off the field as well. “We could know about his playing ability in uniform,” reasoned Rickey, “but what about out of uniform? . . . his associates, his character, his education, his intelligence.” When Rickey had completed the portrait of the ideal path breaker, he concluded, “There were just not many such humans.”31

Yet Branch Rickey found one.

Jackie Robinson met almost all of Rickey’s requirements exceptionally well. He was a good ballplayer, quick and competitive, and an extraordinarily gifted athlete, who had the proven ability and the intelligence to improve his play in whatever role assigned him. Rickey admired the way he used his quickness and brains to unsettle an opposing team’s infield. He laid down bunts with great skill and was a clutch hitter, best with two strikes on him. He had the drive. No one could doubt that. He was college educated, a relative rarity in professional baseball at that time. He was well spoken and carried himself with dignity. He had played on integrated teams at UCLA and had been popular among the school’s predominantly white students and fans. He had been raised well, overcome adversity, and showed admirable discipline in pursuing his achievements. He had served as an officer in the army. He did not smoke, drink, or possess any other unacceptable vices, as far as was known. He was engaged to a fine young lady, whom he would soon marry. He had heart, courage, and toughness. What Rickey didn’t know for certain, and would need to ascertain, was whether Jackie’s explosive need to prove himself, and the pride and anger that drove it, could be channeled productively and exclusively on a baseball diamond. He admired the fact that he stood up for himself, and he wasn’t overly worried by the many instances when Jackie’s temper had erupted in righteous indignation. But he couldn’t let that happen on or off the field when he came to the Dodgers.

Rickey had read a report of the events that led to Robinson’s court-martial and acquittal, and he admired his refusal to submit to injustice. “A man of ideals,” Rickey noted, “a battler.” But he didn’t know if Jackie could fight his battles with the patience and shrewdness Rickey would expect of him. Before he had that last and most critical assurance, Rickey would have to put his man to the test. He sent one of his best scouts, Clyde Sukeforth, to Chicago, where the Monarchs were playing, to bring Jackie to Brooklyn.

The three-hour encounter between Branch Rickey and Jackie Robinson at the Dodgers’ front office at 215 Montague Street on August 28, 1945, is one of the most cherished legends in baseball. Three eyewitness accounts—Rickey’s, Robinson’s, and Sukeforth’s—vary in minor respects but agree on most of the important ones. All the participants remembered the encounter as dramatic, exhausting, and poignant. Rickey informed Robinson that contrary to what he might have been told, he was not being considered for a job in the new Negro league but for a contract with the Brooklyn Dodgers, with a year playing for the Montreal Royals before they brought him up, and he wanted to know if he had the stuff to endure the inevitable torrent of abuse that would greet the first black man in the big leagues. Rickey imagined every possible scenario Robinson would encounter and playacted them. Sweating, cursing, panting, contorting himself, bringing his scowling, beefy face to within an inch of Jackie’s, Rickey mimicked surly waiters, bigoted train conductors, obnoxious hotel-desk clerks, insulting fans, biased umpires, enraged opponents who assailed his dignity with spikes, fists, beanballs, and bats, and anyone else whose abuse Jackie would have to endure without retaliation. Robinson recalled that Rickey’s “acting was so convincing I found myself chain-gripping my fingers behind my back.”32

“You’re playing shortstop and I come down from first, stealing with my spikes high, and I cut you in the leg. As the blood trickles down your shin, I grin at you and say: ‘Now, how do you like that, nigger boy?’ Then in the World Series: So we play for keeps there, Jackie, we play it to win there, and almost everything under the sun goes. I want to win in the most desperate way, so I’m coming into second with my spikes flying. But you don’t give ground. You’re tricky. You feint, and as I hurl myself, you ease out of the way and jam that ball hard into my ribs. As I lie there in the swirling dust, my rib aching, I hear that umpire cry, ‘You’re out,’ and I jump up, and all I can see is that black face of yours shining in front of my eyes. So I yell, ‘Don’t hit me with a ball like that, you tar baby son of a bitch.’ So I haul off and sock you right in the cheek.”33

With that, Rickey swung his fist at Jackie’s head, and he reacted with a plaintive “Mr. Rickey, do you want a ballplayer who’s afraid to fight back?” giving Rickey the opening to state exactly who it was he wanted: “I want a ballplayer with the guts not to fight back.”

“We can’t fight our way through this, Robinson. We’ve got no army, there’s virtually no one on our side. And I’m afraid that many fans will be hostile. We’ll be in a tough position. We can win only if I convince the world that I’m doing this because you’re a great ballplayer and a fine gentleman. If you’re a good enough man, we can make this a start in the right direction. But let me tell you, it’s going to take an awful lot of courage.”34

Then an exhausted Rickey read from Giovanni Papini’s Life of Christ, “Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: But whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.”

Robinson understood. “What you want me to say is that I’ve got another cheek,” he responded.35 Yes, that was what Rickey wanted to hear. “For three years, Jackie, three years,” there could be no incidents on or off the field. Sukeforth remembered several minutes passing before Robinson finally gave his assent. “Mr. Rickey, I think I can play ball in Montreal. I think I can play ball in Brooklyn. . . . If you want to take this gamble, I promise you there will be no incident.” And with that, it was done. Under a framed portrait of Abraham Lincoln that adorned Rickey’s office wall, Robinson signed an agreement to play for Montreal for a $3,500 signing bonus and $600 per month. The following year he would play for the Dodgers for a $5,000 salary, the lowest salary a rookie could receive under league rules. Mr. Rickey never parted with a buck too easily.

The Dodgers made the announcement two months later. “We made this step for two reasons,” the press release stated. “First, we are signing this boy because we think of him primarily as a ballplayer. Secondly, we think it a point of fairness.” To everyone but his family and closest confidants, Rickey said he had hired Robinson because he would help win ball games and put more people in the seats, abjuring any larger goal than that. To African-American audiences, he quietly warned that they must restrain their enthusiasm and avoid giving any impression that one race had triumphed over another, or they would endanger the great experiment. For the most part, they heeded Rickey’s counsel, launching a “don’t spoil Jackie’s chances” campaign to curb boisterous ballpark demonstrations.

Jackie Robinson experienced all the abuse Branch Rickey warned him would come his way and then some. The Royals’ manager, Mississippi-born Clay Hopper, had beseeched Rickey not to make him accept an African American. “Do you really think a nigger is a human being,” he asked a perturbed Rickey, whose reaction was not recorded for posterity.36 He played spectacularly for the Royals. In his first game, he hit safely four times, including a three-run homer, scored twice, and stole two bases. Soon enough, he had the fans and his teammates on his side, but not without enduring constant taunts of “nigger, go home,” beanballs, spikes and hard outs, black cats tossed onto the field, and every other conceivable insult and injury. He kept his promise to Rickey. There were no incidents. He kept his rage bottled up, or channeled it into his game.* He nearly had a nervous breakdown in the process. By the end of the season, he led the league in batting and led the Royals to victory in the Little World Series. When he was called up the following year, a chastened and changed Clay Hopper told him, “You’re a great ballplayer and a fine gentleman. It’s been wonderful having you on the team.”37

He arrived in Brooklyn to much acclaim and a cold welcome from his teammates. During spring training, outfielder Dixie Walker, beloved by Dodgers fans as the “People’s Cherce,” circulated a petition among the team’s southern players asking to be traded rather than play with Jackie. Several signed. Shortstop Pee Wee Reese, a Kentucky gentleman, declined. Rickey had Leo Durocher put a stop to it and told the players that any Dodger who couldn’t accept Jackie as a teammate would be traded soon enough. Only one took player took him up on the offer.

His debut at Ebbets Field, on April 15, 1947, with twenty-six thousand fans in the stands, more than half of them African American, was a disappointment to Jackie. He went 0–3 against the Boston Braves. In his first month as a Dodger, he found himself mired in a hitting slump, and his defense was off. He had trouble adjusting to first base, a position better suited for left-handers. He would be moved to second base, the position best suited to his talents, the following year, but throughout his rookie season Eddie Stanky, who had signed Walker’s petition, started at second base for the Dodgers.* Jackie was even a little hesitant on the bases at first.

There was also, of course, plenty of vile mistreatment directed at him, which he endured stoically. The abuse from opposing teams and fans, as well as the adulation of adoring African-American fans, bothered him. The latter he found terribly embarrassing on days when he hadn’t performed up to his or Rickey’s expectations. He was heckled constantly with the worst racial epithets. He received death threats. He was hit by more pitched balls in his first season than some players were in their entire careers. In St. Louis, Cardinals right fielder Enos Slaughter, out by a mile, jumped in the air when he reached first base and intentionally spiked Jackie in the leg. In an early-season three-game home stand against the Phillies, infamous for the insults hurled from their dugout at opposing batters, he caught the worst abuse of his rookie season. Led by their redneck manager, Ben Chapman, they shouted, “Go back to the cotton fields, nigger,” and, “Hey, snowflake, which one of the white boys’ wives are you dating tonight?” Even Stanky couldn’t take it and yelled his own epithets at the dugout bullies. A Phillies pitcher later confessed that Chapman had threatened to fine any pitcher fifty dollars if they refused to throw at Jackie.

With minor exceptions, Jackie was treated civilly by the other Dodgers, but initially they kept their distance from him, and he from them. Observing their interactions in the Dodgers locker room, New York Post reporter Jimmy Cannon described Jackie as the “loneliest man I have ever seen in sports.”38 Rickey had given Wendell Smith a job with the team, basically to keep Jackie company on the road. But what appeals to the better angels of their natures couldn’t do, the taunts and injuries inflicted on him by the Dodgers’ opponents did. The team rallied to Jackie, a welcome development symbolized by an act of kindness in a particularly brutal game in Cincinnati. When the taunts became almost unendurable, the great Pee Wee Reese walked over to Jackie and draped his arm around his shoulder. The gesture silenced the Reds’ bench and showed whoever saw it that Jackie Robinson was a Brooklyn Dodger, and the Dodgers were happy to have him.

By May, he had come out of his slump, gone on a fourteen-game hitting streak, and started playing the kind of baseball he and Branch Rickey expected him to play. True to his word, he never responded in kind to the cruelty he experienced during his first years with the Dodgers. When he and the many African Americans who soon followed him to the big leagues were accepted and appreciated throughout the country, and Jackie was released from his promise, he was to give back whatever abuse he received. The picture of Jackie arguing a call with the umpire or giving an opponent a piece of his mind became a common sight. But in his first few years, he just played the game all the harder. Opposing teams learned that if you made Jackie Robinson mad, it made him only all the more determined to beat you. Call him a “nigger,” and he’d steal another base on you. Question his parentage, and he might smash a line drive that would nearly shave your head on its way to left field. He was extraordinary on the bases. He stole twenty-nine in his rookie season. He broke every opposing pitcher’s concentration, made every infielder jumpy. He brought a scrambling, exciting kind of play back to the majors that hadn’t been seen since Ty Cobb ran the bases. And he did it all with class and dignity. By the end of the season, The Sporting News, which just the year before had editorialized against baseball’s integration, named him their first ever rookie of the year. He had hit .297 for the season, including twelve home runs and forty-two successful bunts, and helped the Dodgers win another pennant. Two years later, he was voted league MVP.

He played ten seasons for the Dodgers before retiring. He was twenty-eight when he started with them, old for a rookie. In his years with the team, the Dodgers won six pennants and their only World Series championship. He went into business, made a decent living, fought in the civil-rights struggles of the fifties and sixties, and always stuck by his principles, no matter what other people thought. He had chosen to live his life the hard way, for the sake of his own self-esteem and the dignity of his race. The stress had taken its toll. Afflicted by diabetes, blind, suffering from heart disease, and looking twenty years older than his fifty-three years, he died in 1972.

Branch Rickey had left the team years before Jackie, in 1950, after a falling-out with the owners. He took his wizardry to the Pittsburgh Pirates, where he recruited the great Roberto Clemente, and then spent his last two years in baseball with his original team, the Cardinals. He died in 1965 at eighty-three, in the middle of a speech. Reporters who had once endured his sermons from the “cave of the winds” thought it a most appropriate end. One assumes Mr. Rickey did, too.

Rickey was the man who built two of baseball’s greatest dynasties, but he will always be remembered for the decision he made so skillfully to bring America’s game to all Americans, to do something as big outside the ballpark as it was inside. He had seen something in Jackie Robinson that was greater than his athletic prowess. He had looked for a great baseball player with principles, courage, and dignity. The man he found had those qualities, as well as a temper he really didn’t mind showing when provoked. He was a brave and driven man, but an often angry one. And Rickey saw something else in Jackie Robinson that maybe even Jackie wasn’t sure he possessed. He saw a man with the courage and strength to maintain his composure under the most trying circumstances, a man whose pride could become a self-effacing dignity. He saw the man who could represent on the field and off the ideal American, and who could make integration, and long-delayed justice for his race, heroic to white America. They shook hands on the deal and made their country a better place.



SATISFACTION GUARANTEED
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The fire began around nine o’clock on a breezy Sunday night in October on the west side of Chicago in a barn in the alley behind the O’Leary house. Within an hour, it had reduced much of the west side to ashes. By midnight, strong winds from the southwest had driven the flames north, across the south branch of the Chicago River, and toward the heart of the city’s business district. It consumed everything in its path: homes, saloons, churches, theaters, businesses small and large, city hall, the courthouse and city jail, Potter Palmer’s stunning new hotel, and the State Street bridge across the north branch of the river, which carried the fire to the north side and the opulent mansions of Chicago’s rich. By the early hours of Tuesday morning, the winds had finally died down, and a light rain had fallen to subdue the firestorm. In the smoke and ash-choked air, the city lay in ruins. The fire had burned a path four miles long and nearly a mile wide. Many thousands of buildings had been destroyed, more than two hundred million dollars’ worth of damage inflicted. Hundreds had perished, thousands were injured. One third of the city was homeless. Few had escaped the great Chicago fire of 1871. Other cities, rivals for its opportunities, expected, not unhappily, that Chicago had breathed its last.

But the greatest boomtown in America—situated so advantageously on the shore of Lake Michigan, at the nexus of the country’s growing network of railroads, with access, by river and rail, to the rich farmlands of the Mississippi River valley and the grain stores and livestock of the Great Plains, the city where fortunes were won and lost at such a prodigious pace that even New York, the great citadel of American capital, looked on with envy—was imperishable.

Among the charred ruins of the city’s newest shopping district was its preeminent wholesale and retail dry-goods establishment. The firm of Field, Leiter and Company had opened the doors of its new six-story store on State Street only three years earlier. The event had been a spectacle. Uniformed, well-groomed, and impeccably polite staff welcomed a throng of the city’s wealthiest patrons to the most elegant department store in the city. Dominating the newly widened State Street, the emporium’s Corinthian columns rose from the meticulously swept avenue and sidewalk to support the immense marble and limestone commercial palace. The wholesale department, the firm’s largest and most profitable division, occupied the upper floors. But the first floor boasted the main attraction: the retail division. Gentlemen and ladies swept into the gas-lit, lavishly furnished, ornately painted hall and beheld with excitement the elegantly arranged shelves and tables, heaped with the finest luxury goods from New York, Europe, and the Far East. These leading citizens and proud patrons of the young, rising commercial capital had seen nothing like it in their city, and they were thrilled. The owners, Messrs. Field and Leiter, observed the reaction and—if not thrilled, as they were not given to exuberant display—were quietly pleased, as had become their custom when their innovative practices and the diligent application of their business principles met with success. “Satisfaction guaranteed” was the firm’s motto. And that day, everyone was satisfied. As the visionary Marshall Field had known they would be.

HE WAS BORN IN 1834 on his father’s two-hundred-acre farm near Conway, Massachusetts, one year after the frontier town of Chicago, with a population of three hundred and fifty hardy souls, was incorporated. At sixteen, he quit his formal education and his father’s plow and accepted a position as a clerk in a small dry-goods store in nearby Pittsfield owned by a Congregationalist church deacon, Henry Davis. The young clerk, so shy and taciturn he had earned the schoolboy sobriquet “Silent Marsh,” struck his employer as ill suited for the sociable life of a country merchant, bargaining and gossiping with customers. If a boy wasn’t convivial enough to make friends, he probably wouldn’t prove sharp enough to make a profit. But what Deacon Davis and his customers might have initially mistaken for insecurity and diffidence proved to be a composed and serious nature and an observant, absorbing mind. Neither charm nor glibness explained his eventual popularity with customers, especially women, but his informed interest in their needs and preferences did. He gained his customers’ confidence by his evident interest in understanding them, and when he spoke to them he talked of things that interested them, information he had learned from listening intently to them and making a thorough study of the merchandise favored in popular women’s journals.

Five years later, in 1855, when he set off to follow his older brother, Joseph, to the Illinois boomtown on Lake Michigan, where quick-witted, hardworking merchants were hustling to seize opportunities from the promise of the opening west, he carried in his pocket a reference from his bereft employer testifying to his budding talent for commerce:

I can without qualification commend him as a young man of unusual business talent. . . . His character and principles as well as business qualifications are such I cannot doubt he will meet that success in life which usually accompanies industry, perseverance, and integrity when combined with strict energy of character.1

Not long after he reached the city, Field found a job as a clerk for Chicago’s largest wholesale dry-goods establishment, Cooley, Wadsworth and Company, where his “strict energy of character” quickly caught the eye of a rising junior partner there, John Farwell. Years later, Farwell observed that his former associate and later rival had a “wonderful comprehension of feminine nature. He had the merchant’s instinct. He lived for it, and it only.”2 Scrupulous in the exercise of his assigned duties; eager in the assumption of additional responsibilities; enterprising in learning all he could about his trade, Field rose rapidly in the esteem of his employers. Though still quiet and reserved, he questioned the company’s traveling salesmen about business conditions in their territories and about the popularity of goods in other towns and cities. He kept a careful record of which goods sold well and which didn’t, and of the surplus and shortages in the company’s inventory. He spent a lot of time in the store’s retail section, observing the purchasing behavior of women, who were its main customers, noting what goods attracted them and how they responded to the manner and methods of the salesmen who waited on them. He became a sharp judge of quality in both goods and services and disdained both cheap merchandise and heavy-handed salesmanship. Farwell, recognizing that Field’s talents were squandered as a stock clerk, successfully proposed to the company’s senior partners that they send the young man out on the road as a traveling salesman, where his obvious knack for the trade and the opportunity to further his practical education in the dry-goods business would profit the company and Field alike.

He didn’t care for the rough life of a traveling salesman, but he was quite good at the job. He was not like other salesmen. He wasn’t slick or garrulous or entertaining but formal and reticent. Yet he again won over his customers, small-town merchants and wholesalers, with his dependability, his business acumen, and his unusually acute discernment of their situation, knowledge he had gained by careful research. He knew what they needed and didn’t press them to order more merchandise than they needed or things they couldn’t sell. His solicitousness earned the loyalty of old and new customers, added scores of new orders to the balance sheet of Cooley, Wadsworth and Company, and gratified the firm’s senior partners, who agreed to make him a junior partner in 1860.

In the five years it took Field to rise from stock boy to partner, the company had survived the financial panic of 1857 and the ensuing depression in 1858. Reorganized in 1857—Wadsworth was out, replaced by Field’s benefactor, John Farwell—the company opened a new store and warehouse even as it struggled to avoid the fate of many Chicago wholesalers, who went under as banks failed and credit grew scarce in the turbulent times, and to keep pace with the astonishing, apparently depression-proof success of their chief competitor, Potter Palmer.

Potter Palmer came to Chicago from rural New York a few years before Marshall Field arrived. With borrowed money and his own savings, Palmer had opened a small store in 1852 on Lake Street, the center of the city’s growing dry-goods business district. He immediately set about capturing the carriage trade by using the lessons he had learned operating a store in Lockport, New York, and the innovations he had observed in the famous Broadway emporium of New York City’s “merchant prince,” Alexander Turney Stewart.

Unable to secure much credit, he couldn’t supply his new store with copious quantities of stock, but what goods he did acquire would be esteemed for their high quality. He took care to display them attractively on the store’s shelves and tables and, in a seldom-utilized space, his storefront windows. He was the first merchant to cater primarily to women, attracting their attention with items of special interest to them, which he took care to know of and acquire. He welcomed them unescorted to his store, novel behavior in those days, and they were treated with elaborate courtesy and solicitousness. He was a sound judge of people as well as of goods, and he employed staff who possessed a measure of his own qualities and adhered faithfully to the principles of his tradecraft. Salesmen were instructed to memorize the names and preferences of their clientele and were forbidden to pressure customers into purchases, but they were to be quick in responding to questions and attentive to all their needs. “The customer is always right” was the central creed of the Palmer system, no matter how difficult or demanding that customer might be, in an era when customers were usually treated, if not rudely, seldom deferentially. Although he was intent on catering to an upper-crust market, people of any class and means were welcome at Potter Palmer and Company, whether they came to purchase or just admire his wares.
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