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“Everybody plays two forever. Love, hate. Give, take. There’s always the yin and the yang. Everything in life.”


—Ernie Banks

















Prologue


Omaha


On the morning of September 11, 2001, former Illinois State Senator William Marovitz was awakened in a hotel room in Omaha, Nebraska, by the sound of a ringing telephone.


“Turn on the TV,” the voice in his ear said.


“It’s early,” Marovitz said. “You woke me up.”


“Turn it on.”


Together, they watched smoke billowing from the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York and the chaos in the streets below. Then they gasped in unison as a second plane struck the South Tower.


Marovitz hurriedly dressed and took a cab to a golf course not far away. There he joined more than one hundred others who had been invited to attend an outing arranged by Warren Buffett, the businessman, investor, and philanthropist and one of the world’s richest men. Buffett held these events regularly, inviting politicians, heads of corporations, celebrities, athletes, and friends to Omaha for a weekend of golf, conversation, and his own informal comments on the state of the economy and the nation. In the clubhouse, Marovitz stood with dozens of people watching television, all of them still in shock at what had taken place earlier in New York. Soon they were joined by their host.


“For the first time in my life, I’m speechless,” Buffett said. “I’m sure a lot of you don’t feel like playing golf, but would rather stay here watching things unfold on television and calling your families.” But those who had flown to Omaha should entertain no thoughts of returning home any time soon, Buffett warned. “I know many of you have your own planes,” he said, “but it doesn’t matter. The sky is closed.” As for himself, he was going to play golf. Many of those in attendance decided that, however odd it might seem, they would join him.


Marovitz looked around for the two men he had previously arranged to play with: Stedman Graham, a Chicago businessman who was best known as the fiancé of Oprah Winfrey, and Ernie Banks, the Hall of Fame baseball player who had spent his entire career with the Chicago Cubs. As they made their way around the course, they could see Buffett visiting with each group of golfers and giving them updates on the attacks. As he approached them, Buffett’s walkie-talkie crackled. “Mr. Buffett, Air Force One has just landed in Omaha.”


“At that point, we don’t know if we’re in the safest place in the world or the most dangerous,” Marovitz says of the fact that the plane carrying President George W. Bush had arrived nearby at Offutt Air Force Base, the headquarters of the United States Strategic Command, which contained an underground bunker built to withstand a nuclear blast.


Buffett’s guests spent the evening watching television, discussing the implications of the attacks, and, more immediately, how to get home. At breakfast the next morning, Graham told Marovitz and Banks that Winfrey would be sending a plane, but as the day wore on it became clear that not even Oprah Winfrey would be able to breach the closure of the nation’s air traffic, and for two more days Buffett’s out-of-town visitors remained stranded.


On the third day, Marovitz began making calls and found a rental agency that had a car available. He invited his golfing companions to join him, but Graham held firm. He would wait for Winfrey’s plane, he said. But Banks said, “I’m coming with you,” and, after getting directions from the hotel, the two men set off on a trip to Chicago they were told would take about seven hours.
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Marovitz and Banks had been friends in Chicago for thirty years. Banks and his fourth wife, Liz, had attended Marovitz’s wedding in 1995 to Christie Hefner, the chair and CEO of the Playboy publishing empire, which had been founded by her father. He and Banks had played golf many times, often at Cog Hill, a course thirty miles southwest of Chicago where Banks had been a regular during his playing days when it was one of the few clubs where black golfers were welcome. And occasionally they did favors for each other.


Banks enjoyed the company of prominent people, and Marovitz, who, along with his political career, was active in Chicago’s business real estate market, would often invite him to elite social gatherings. He also brought Banks to Chicago Bulls games—this was during Michael Jordan’s heyday when the Bulls were the hottest ticket in town—and Banks would usually bring a box of baseballs for autograph-seekers. “He never said no,” Marovitz says. “The ushers would have to stop them from coming down because it was interrupting other people’s view of the game.”


Banks in turn would make personal appearances at Marovitz’s request. “Somebody would call me and say, ‘My friend is turning fifty and he’s the biggest Cub fan in Chicago. Could Ernie Banks come by his birthday party for just a few minutes and sign a ball and say hello?’” Marovitz says. Banks was invariably accommodating and often stayed longer than the promised time. Banks had a photographic memory and often surprised people he had run into years earlier when he greeted them by name and inquired about their wives and children, whose names he remembered, too.


In 1996, Marovitz bought a building on Chicago’s Near North Side that housed a museum dedicated to Al Capone, which he planned to turn into a sports bar. The city’s mayor, Richard M. Daley, detested the presence of the museum, as did its Italian community, which considered it a civic insult. “I still have a union card so if they need someone to operate the wrecking ball, I hereby volunteer,” Dominic DiFrisco of the Joint Civic Committee of Italian Americans told Gene Siskel, the movie critic for the Chicago Tribune. Marovitz had a better idea. He invited Banks to join him on the sidewalk in front of the museum and handed him a baseball bat. As the television cameras rolled, Banks began the destruction of the museum with a home run swing through one of its windows.


But despite Banks’s constant public display of good cheer, Marovitz and others who knew him well were aware of another, more complicated, side of his personality. Upon meeting people, Banks would always ask a question and then follow up with more. Only later would those talking to him realize that he had not said a single word about himself. “He’d ask me, ‘How’s Judge Abe?’” Marovitz says, referring to his uncle, Abraham Lincoln Marovitz, who was a legend in Chicago’s legal circles. “Or, ‘How that new restaurant doing?,’ ‘Are you going to run for office?,’ ‘Have you seen the mayor lately?’” Over the years, the people closest to Banks had learned that these questions—and especially his two best-known greetings: “Are you married?” and “How’s your wife?”—were a defense mechanism. As long as he was asking questions, he didn’t have to answer them.


People who spent time among professional athletes marveled at this because the favorite subject of so many of them is themselves. They revel in talking about the obstacles they overcame, the achievements no one fully appreciated, the slights they endured, the managers, executives, and media who did them wrong. But Banks was at the other end of the spectrum. He was widely hailed as baseball’s greatest ambassador. He exuded happiness and insisted there was nothing he would rather do than play baseball. He never refused to give an interview or sign an autograph, and he saw his signature line—“It’s a beautiful day for a ball game; let’s play two”—become a much-quoted, and much-parodied, part of the American vocabulary. But he would not talk about himself.
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Marovitz was not sure why it was different this time. Perhaps it was because Banks was stuck in a car and had nothing to divert him. He couldn’t play golf. He couldn’t speak on the phone. He couldn’t move around the room and talk to somebody else. He couldn’t just disappear. Or perhaps 9/11’s body blow to America’s central nervous system had shaken him deeply, broken through his defenses, and made him want to reach out to an old friend. But whatever the reason, as the two men rode through the flat Midwestern landscape, Banks began to talk. And for the first time since Marovitz had known him, and the last, he talked about himself.


He talked about growing up as the oldest boy in a family of twelve in Dallas and the responsibilities that entailed. Once, he had missed a year of school to help his father pick cotton. He talked about playing football in high school, but not baseball until he was well into his teens because his school had no diamond. He talked about playing for the Kansas City Monarchs as the Negro Leagues were in their final years because the best young black players were following Jackie Robinson and the other pioneers into the major leagues. He talked about Buck O’Neil, Cool Papa Bell, and all the others who had missed their chance because they had been born too soon and how they compensated by teaching those who came after them everything they knew.


He talked about the women in his life and the mistakes he had made with them, one after another. He talked about his distant relationship with his three children and how he wished he had been a better father. He talked about his finances and how too often he had trusted people who had taken advantage of him. He talked about his teammates—Billy Williams, Ron Santo, Ferguson Jenkins, Don Kessinger, Glenn Beckert, Randy Hundley, Ken Holtzman, Bill Hands, and the rest—who had become as close as family during their playing days. He talked about Leo Durocher, who had humiliated and mocked him while Durocher was managing the Cubs, and how he had responded with silence and runs batted in.


He talked about the piercing disappointment of the Cubs’ fabled, fated season of 1969, when the city and its fans had been on fire until the all too bitter end. He talked about the pain of never having played in a World Series and the fear that he would be remembered more for that piece of bad luck than for the great player he had been. He talked about his belief that nobody really knew him and about the myths, tall stories, and falsehoods—some of which he had perpetuated himself—that had become accepted as fact. He talked about the pleasures and burdens of being the very symbol of his team, a one and only, Mr. Cub.








[image: ]










The hours rolled by, and Marovitz, fascinated by Banks’s stories about himself—fascinated that Banks was telling stories about himself—glanced up and saw a sign that said Claire City. This doesn’t seem right, he thought. He had been distracted by Banks’s monologue, he realized, and not paying attention to where they were going. He had better stop and check the directions he’d been given back at the hotel.


“Chicago?” the man at the gas station said, and burst out laughing. “You came the wrong way, fella.”


Marovitz had not driven east from Omaha toward Illinois, he was told, but north into South Dakota. He had driven through South Dakota, in fact, almost to the North Dakota border. The seven-hour trip he had planned would now take at least fourteen. Laughing at the absurdity of it all, he gave his passenger the bad news, turned the car around, and headed for home, Ernie Banks talking about himself all the while.
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A BLESSED CHILD















Chapter 1


1717 Fairmount


The Dallas Arts District is a proud statement of progress and achievement in a great American city. It covers twenty square blocks in the city’s downtown, and its architecturally significant buildings are home to the Dallas Museum of Art, the symphony orchestra, opera, theater center, ballet, black dance theatre, chamber symphony, youth orchestra, and other organizations devoted to the fine arts. It also contains museums of nature and science, sculpture, and Asian art.


The district claims to be the largest contiguous urban arts center in the United States—perhaps only New York has as much culture crammed into an area of similar size—and it boasts elegant restaurants and shops, green space, churches, and a high school for the performing and visual arts. The surrounding residential and commercial real estate has risen in stature over the years, and in price, and the district is high on every list of places visitors to Dallas should not miss.


Longtime residents of Dallas and civic historians marvel at the area’s transformation into one of the city’s finest areas from one of its most abject. Though the construction of the Central Expressway in the 1950s destroyed the original neighborhood and makes precise calculations difficult, John Slate, the city’s archivist, believes the arts district sits on ground that after the Civil War was part of an area known as Freedman’s Town. Slate can be sure, however, that the Dee and Charles Wyly Theatre, a building designed by the world-famous architect Rem Koolhaas, now occupies the site of a wooden house of uncertain vintage where, on January 31, 1931, Ernie Banks was born.


Life was precarious for recently freed slaves in and around Dallas after the Civil War. Some gathered in Freedman’s Town near a slave cemetery outside the city limits, where they sought mutual protection from their former owners, who had not taken kindly to the war’s outcome. Though residents of Freedman’s Town who crossed into Dallas risked being arrested for vagrancy, the area served as a source of labor, particularly women working as domestics in white homes, for more than a hundred years. Nor would many other things change for the city’s black residents during the coming century.


Dallas’s schools remained segregated, of course, and black children often used textbooks discarded by their white counterparts and were taught by teachers paid far less than their white colleagues. Streetcars and buses, restaurants and water fountains, movie theaters and cemeteries were also kept separate. There were no black policemen, judges, or city officials, and black voters were barred from the Democratic primaries, the only elections that mattered. During the 1920s, the Dallas chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, whose membership included judges and city officials, boasted that it was the largest in the country. Many areas downtown were forbidden to blacks, and the state fairgrounds were off-limits except on Juneteenth, the black holiday celebrating the end of slavery, and the second Monday in October, which some called “nigger day at the fair.” The practice continued until 1960.


Still, there were opportunities. The coming of the railroads in the 1870s provided good jobs for black workers laying tracks and as conductors while others prospered as farmers. Though blacks were for the most part not allowed to own property, white entrepreneurs bought cheap land on both sides of the Houston & Texas Central Railway tracks and built rickety houses to rent to them. Some of these areas remained unchanged for many years.


A survey conducted by the Dallas Housing Authority of the city’s black districts in 1938, for instance, cited the lack of sanitation, absence of sunlight, leaky roofs, broken and boarded-up doors, and sagging floors and walls in most of the houses, and called them “unfit for human habitation.” “Fire hazards in these areas endanger the entire city,” the report concluded. “The insanitary conditions threaten the lives of the people as a whole, especially in the event of an epidemic. The depressing effect of the slums on the morale of the inhabitants of the areas endangers the social stability of the entire community.”


To Eddie and Essie Banks and their growing family, it was home.


“There were three rooms from the front clean through to the back—a front room, a middle room, and a kitchen,” says Edna Warren, the first of the Bankses’ twelve children, of the family home at 1717 Fairmount, which they rented for twenty dollars a month. “There were double beds in each room and there were always two or three kids in each bed.”


There was no indoor plumbing, just a faucet behind the house where the outhouse was also located. To wash dishes, Edna took a dishpan outside, filled it with water, brought it back in, and heated it on the stove. To rinse them, she repeated the process. Baths were taken in a big iron tub, which was also filled with water and heated on the stove. The laborious process restricted baths to one or two a month.


Essie Banks supervised laundry day in the backyard, using what she called a boiling pot, lye soap she made out of fat, and a “rub board.” She pushed the clothes through the water with a stick, then transferred them to another pot, where Edna rinsed and hung them on a clothesline. Ironing was done with a smoothing iron, a flat piece of metal that was placed on the stove until red hot. What light there was inside the house came from kerosene lamps with glass chimneys containing small wicks. “I was the chimney girl,” says Edna, whose job was to keep them clean.


As a treat for his ever-growing number of children, Eddie would sometimes string three or four extension cords together and give a quarter to the woman in the house next door, which had electricity, and they would listen to the adventures of Superman, Batman, and The Shadow on an old radio the woman had given them. When Eddie ran out of quarters, the radio fell silent. Not until Essie, during a brief respite from having children, took a cleaning job at the Dallas Medical Center could the family finally afford their own power. “It was an event to be remembered when we switched from lamps to electricity,” Ernie Banks would recall.


The house was heated by two wood-burning stoves fueled by large logs provided by the WPA, the New Deal agency whose trucks also delivered flour, meal, cheese, corn, and other staples, and occasionally used articles of clothing. The logs would be sawed into chunks, and by the time Edna was ten years old her father had taught her how to split them with his double-bladed axe into four pieces small enough to fit in the stove. Why, she wondered, was it her job and not that of her brother, who, though he was two years younger, was taller and stronger than she was? “Daddy, I’m a girl,” she complained. Eddie Banks pointed out that Ernie had other chores, including carrying the chopped wood inside, and that everybody had to contribute.


Feeding the family was a challenge. Essie grew greens in her backyard garden and made biscuits and small round tea cakes that Ernie particularly enjoyed, using lard instead of butter, and powdered eggs, and filling them with syrup and jelly. By far the biggest staple of the Banks family diet was red beans, which came in fifty-pound sacks. “My mother was a genius with money,” Ernie would remember. “She could make a little bit of money talk. She would take a big can of lard, a big can of beans, a big can of flour, and fix the same meal for months.” Still, a boy could get tired of beans, and once he had money of his own he never ate them again.


One source of bounty was a nearby Safeway where the men stocking its shelves would let out a whistle signaling that deliveries were being made. Neighborhood families would wheel wagons around to the back and go through crates of rotten and bruised fruits and vegetables. “If they would get a truck in with grapes, maybe a few of them on the top would be rotten, but they’d get rid of the whole crate,” says Edna, who, along with Ernie and their younger brother Ben, was part of the pickup crew. “Mama got rid of the bad part and we ate the good part. Then she would take the rotten grapes and make jelly out of them.” Wednesday was chicken-delivery day and Essie would ask for the feet, and perhaps some neck bones and pig’s feet that were about to be thrown out.


This foraging once had unintended consequences for Edna. When she and Ernie were attending Booker T. Washington High School, which was diagonally across the street from their home, one of her teachers paid a surprise visit. “I saw you at the garbage can the other day,” the woman said. “I’m going to give you and your brother tokens for your lunch so you won’t have to be out there doing that.” Mortified, Edna tried to explain the food wasn’t exactly garbage, but the teacher was unmoved. She would be getting a free lunch now. She should stay away from garbage cans. The story quickly spread through the school, and she began hearing catcalls from her classmates—“I heard about y’all digging through garbage cans”—and her humiliation increased. Nor did she understand how Ernie, who was as much an object of the taunts as she was, could simply ignore them. Why didn’t he ever get angry? she wondered. Why didn’t the way they lived bother him as much it did her? Why did she sometimes have the feeling that black people didn’t have anything to live for, while her brother just shrugged it off?


Ernie would always remember these days with fondness. The rusted wheels he found that he attached to a scooter he fashioned out of boards and raced through the neighborhood with his friends. The BB gun he used to shoot rats, which were never in short supply. The prom jacket his mother bought for fifty cents at Goodwill and his date, a girl named Judy, leaving the dance with somebody else. Miss Della, who lived across the street and sat in a rocking chair on her porch all day, watching him when he went to school and again as he came home. As an adult, he would enjoy rocking chairs himself, and he would think of Miss Della whenever he sat in them.


There was also the Thanksgiving Day chicken his mother left in the backyard while she fetched a pail of boiling water after wringing its neck. When he was sent to retrieve it, there was nothing but a trail of blood. Ernie told this story in different ways over the years; its most colorful version has him following the blood to the thief’s lair and, after a wrestling match, returning triumphantly with the chicken intact and his clothes torn and bloody.


“I never said, ‘Why do they have that and I don’t?’” he said many years later. “We didn’t look at other folks. We just lived for the moment and had fun.”


“We didn’t know we were poor,” says Ernie’s childhood friend Jack Price. “We didn’t know we were living in shotgun houses. We thought outdoor facilities were the norm. We just accepted it.”


Banks never entirely overcame this part of his childhood. “I don’t look forward to too much,” he told an interviewer in 1963. “Even now, I haven’t geared myself to extreme heights because of the way I was brought up. I was taught that whatever I had, to be happy with it—even if it was a small thing.”


Edna felt different. “I was tired of hard times,” she says. “I was tired of being neglected, of people looking at us as poor WPA kids.” She and her brothers and sisters had been taught to do without, to accept being poor, not to nag their parents for things they couldn’t have. She had heard her father’s stories about when times were really hard—about soup kitchens and bread lines when the Depression was at its worst. And besides, they were a family, with a mother and a father who loved them, did their best for them, and, poor or not, were respected in the community. “His father, all of them, were very nice people,” says Dr. Robert Prince, one of Ernie’s classmates. “Ernie may have been poor, but he was one of the nicest, most respectable young men around.”
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Eddie Banks and Essie Durden made their way to Dallas from smaller towns in the South—he from Marshall, Texas, she from Greenwood, Louisiana. Eddie’s father was a minister, but it would be Essie who took the family to church on Sundays. He’d done enough churchgoing as a boy, Eddie said. According to family lore, Eddie’s grandmother was a slave who worked in her owners’ kitchen and had been promised some small property upon their deaths. “But because she couldn’t read or write, they took it all away from her,” Edna says.


Eddie had three brothers who came around from time to time, but little was said about his life in Marshall or any other family there. Essie’s relatives in Greenwood were another story. Her family tree was a thick entanglement of branches carefully tended by relatives who sought out and documented Durdens wherever they had scattered. There were picnics and other get-togethers over the years, but it wasn’t until 2002, when Essie was ninety years old, that she finally returned to Greenwood. “Mama wanted us to go to Louisiana to learn her folks,” says Walter Banks, the eighth of Eddie and Essie’s children, who was born sixteen years after Ernie.


They were all surprised at the turnout—hundreds and hundreds of Durdens and their descendants, it seemed—when suddenly Walter got the shock of his life as he found himself staring at O. J. Simpson and Johnnie Cochran. “I didn’t know that O. J. and I were cousins,” Walter says about learning that Essie Banks and Simpson’s mother were first cousins. “All I knew was O. J. running the football and running through the airport.” His astonishment increased when he picked up a booklet made for the reunion that included an in-memoriam page with a number of photos. One of them was of a smiling blond woman with a caption that read: “In loving memory, Nicole Brown Simpson, wife of O. J. Simpson. Daughter-in-law of Eunice Durden Simpson.”
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Essie left Greenwood when her eighteen-year-old brother, who was living in Dallas, was shot. Her mother, who traveled there to care for her son, wanted to leave Essie at home, but her father insisted that a young girl needed her mother. The marriage ended shortly thereafter, and mother and daughter took up residence in the servants’ quarters of a white family’s home. At the age of seventeen, Essie met Eddie, who was thirty-five, at a baseball game, and they began keeping company. Finding herself pregnant, she promptly married him and just as promptly began having more children. “The only reason she married Daddy was to get away,” Edna says. “She said she never had a young lady’s life because she was too busy having babies. She told me, ‘I’m not going to have a life of my own.’”


Essie was seventeen when Edna was born and forty-four when she gave birth to her twelfth child, Donald. Edna had the distinction of being born in a hospital—and a white one at that. Essie had little money, and the family her mother worked for generously arranged to have her admitted to Baylor Hospital. This would cause problems later when Edna submitted her birth certificate while applying for a job and was suspected of forgery since everybody knew Baylor Hospital didn’t admit black patients, pregnant or not.


Essie’s other children were born at home with the assistance of a midwife who had her own ideas about childbirth. “She told me about delivering her babies on an ironing board,” says Dolores Law, the daughter of Ernie’s younger sister, Estella. “She would sit on it and the midwife would help her.” In later years, Essie couldn’t remember which of her children were delivered in this fashion, but it is quite possible that Ernie Banks came into the world on an ironing board.


Essie had ambitions of being a nurse but couldn’t spare the time away from her family it would have required, so she worked when she could as a domestic in white families’ homes. “She was having babies so fast she never did get to work on a solid job,” Edna says. Still, she could earn as much as twenty-five dollars every few weeks, which was often more than her husband earned washing cars, shining shoes, and, for more than twenty years, loading and unloading trucks, and cleaning out offices and storerooms at Wyatt’s Grocery, which would later become part of the Kroger chain.


“I remember him leaving at five in the morning and coming back at seven at night,” Ernie said. “Sunup to sundown, dark to dark. He’d come home, give the money to my mother, play some dominoes or checkers with his brothers, then go right back to work the next day. I used to visualize having a job where I worked only in the daytime.”


Eddie never joined the crowd at the local honky-tonks that were part of North Dallas’s nightlife. Dipping snuff and pulling from a two-dollar half pint were the extent of his vices, and he was content to practice them at home. Occasionally, Essie would show frustration at her husband’s lack of ambition. Why didn’t he think about buying a house or a car? she would ask him. Eddie would respond with a shrug and a smile. He was satisfied with what he had, uncomplaining about what was missing. This acceptance of his fate was, Ernie thought as he listened to their arguments, something to think about.


Besides, it wasn’t as if Eddie just sat around the house. He was always fixing something—the porch, the roof, the outhouse door, the latch that kept it shut. He built cabinets inside the house, a mailbox outside, and a fence to keep his growing number of children from wandering away. He was a decent mechanic, too, and once nursed an old Nash somebody had brought him into running condition. He probably shouldn’t have left the jar of kerosene he used to clean sparkplugs within reach of his six-year-old son, though. “Daddy turned his back and before you knew it Ernie had picked that jar up and drunk it,” Edna says. “They had to rush him to the hospital.”


Eddie kept busy in others ways, too. He had a wagon—“Call it a junk wagon,” says Jack Price—which he would push through the neighborhood and pick up items people had thrown out that he could repair and sell or use himself. Ernie, who was in elementary school at the time, would help his father on his rounds, though the messiness of the job, combined with Essie’s busy schedule at home, could have unfortunate results.


“Ernest, where are you going?” Price’s mother called out one day when she saw him walking home during school hours.


“I’m going home to wash my clothes, Mrs. Price,” he said. “My teacher said I was dirty. But I’m going back to school tomorrow.” If he was embarrassed, he showed no signs of it. Eddie enlisted Ernie in another task, too, one that required his absence from school for more than a day.


Long after the Civil War ended, cotton remained king in the South. “We’d drive from Memphis to Dallas several times a year,” Robert Prince says, “and all you saw on the side of the road all through Arkansas was cotton.” “Hot blazes, son,” Prince’s father once told him at a certain point in the drive. “You see that tree out there? I used to hurry up and pick to where I could sit under it and rest a while.”


The land surrounding Dallas, notes historian Darwin Payne, contained some of the most fertile cotton fields in the world, which had been planted and harvested without slave labor. Soon, the city became a huge inland cotton market that required many hands to do the picking. Prince’s father, who had become a math teacher at Washington High, resisted his son’s pleas to give it a try—“You’re not cut out for it, you’re a city boy”—but Eddie Banks and his son joined the labor force.


“They’d bring a truck through the neighborhood at four in the morning to pick the people up,” Ernie says. “They gave us a sack and I’d just get down and go at it. The older men could pick with both hands and toss the cotton in the sack in one huge motion. I crawled on my knees. Five or six dollars was pretty good for a day’s work. I never made that much.”


Years later, Ernie would apply a nostalgic glow to his days in the cotton fields. There was the breakfast of milk and coffee cake or sweet rolls—a rare meal away from home—and the pleasure of doing something with his father that did not include his sometimes overbearing older sister. During his playing career, Banks once heard Dizzy Dean, the former major league pitching star whose radio broadcasts often wandered from the action on the diamond, say he had picked five hundred pounds of cotton a day. “He could really pick it then,” Banks told reporters. “The best I could do was three hundred pounds.” One thing Banks did not mention in these reminiscences was the full year of school he missed while helping his father in the cotton fields. This worried some of his friends, and they were relieved when he returned to the classroom.
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Eddie Banks had another skill that gave him pleasure all his life. He could take an old baseball glove that was all but falling apart and breathe new life into it. “We had three-fingered gloves back then,” says Walter Banks. “He’d say, ‘Let me fix that webbing,’ and he’d sit up all night sewing it up, fixing the thumb, fixing the pocket, until the ball would stick right in there.”


Baseball was Eddie’s passion, the one thing that could break through his usually placid nature. He had once been the catcher for the Dallas Green Monarchs, a semipro Negro League team sponsored by a neighborhood market, that played at local ballparks on weekends. Back home in Marshall, there were those who thought Eddie could have played for the Kansas City Monarchs or one of the other storied Negro League teams, but if he had any regrets he never shared them with his sons. His finest moment, certainly the one he talked about the most, came when he caught Satchel Paige in a game whose details are obscure—the legendary pitcher may have been making one of his many solo barnstorming appearances—in which Paige made it clear that Eddie’s job was not to call pitches but to catch them.


“Satchel would do his fingers some kind of way,” Edna says of the stories her father told her. “He would let him know what kind of pitch was coming and where.”


One day as Eddie headed to the ballpark, Essie said, “Why don’t you take Ernie with you?”


“I was eight or nine,” Ernie said of his first appearance on a baseball diamond. “They made me the bat boy.”


“He was the most batless bat boy you ever saw,” Eddie said. “He’d be playing catch with the players when he should have been doing his chores.”


Until then, Ernie had not been particularly moved by his father’s love for the game. Years later, he would often tell how Eddie had paid him a nickel to play catch with him. But he did not say how hard he tried to avoid it. Edna remembers that after Essie bought him a glove and Eddie carefully oiled it, Ernie promptly hid it. But Edna quickly retrieved it and issued an ultimatum.


“You listen to me because I’m the oldest and I’m cutting all this wood,” she said. “You’re going to go out there and you’re going to practice and you’re going to get that nickel and you’re going to give me two cents and we’re going to go to the store and get peanut packs.”


“What are you, my business partner?” responded Ernie, helpless against his sister’s onslaught.


“We would go to the store and he’d get the five pennies,” Edna says, “and I made sure he counted me out my two.”


But once Ernie got a glimpse of baseball as it was played by the Green Monarchs, his attitude toward the game, and his father, began to change.


“Throw that ball harder!” Eddie would yell at him when he and his friends were playing. “Throw it! That’s not the way to hold a bat! Hold it square it on your shoulders! Open your legs wider! Naw, naw, naw, squat, squat! You can’t catch that ball standing up! You got to put your glove down on the dirt to catch it!”


Observing from the sidelines, Ernie’s friends would smile and say, “Ooo-wee, Mr. Banks is working him out today.”
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Ernie’s father had one more lesson for his son, one that would make him uneasy and haunt him the rest of his life.


“I don’t want my son working for no white people,” Eddie told Essie. “Whatever he does in his life, I want him to do it on his own.”


“He wasn’t prejudiced,” Ernie said. “It was just all the things he had seen in his younger days. They lived through the age of the Ku Klux Klan and lynchings. He never said exactly what it was, but he’d seen enough. He just thought white people weren’t trustworthy, that they were sly and slick and weren’t fair.” Many years later, Eddie’s feelings proved to be too deeply held to be mollified by the fact that his son had triumphed in the white world through the game he had taught him.


May 11, 1955, should have been one of the great days of Eddie’s life. He had just taken his first plane ride, and now he was at Wrigley Field, having his picture taken in the Cubs’ dugout with his son and shaking hands with a swarm of strangers who wanted to meet Ernie Banks’s father. The game had barely begun when Banks hit a grand-slam home run off Brooklyn Dodgers pitcher Russ Meyer. The crowd roared with delight and Banks smiled with the knowledge that he had given his father a thrill. But as he rounded the bases, he noticed something strange—Eddie wasn’t in his seat. “I had to keep looking for him,” Banks says. “He was up and walking. There weren’t many blacks at Wrigley Field and white folks chasing him for an autograph was a new experience for him. He just could not sit down.”


When the game ended, Banks dressed quickly, left the locker room, found his father, hustled him out of the ballpark, and drove him in silence to a nightclub on the South Side where black players often met after games.


“My God, Ernie,” Eddie said when at last he could relax. “That was so hard.”
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Ernie’s first exposure to school was less than promising. Preternaturally shy, he had few friends at J. W. Ray Elementary School, which was several blocks from home, and said so little that some of his classmates thought he was deaf and dumb. He sat in the back of the room, seldom raised his hand, and hoped his teachers wouldn’t call on him. For the most part, they accommodated him. “I didn’t say much,” Ernie remembered. “I just didn’t get into it. I was kind of an introvert, really.”


He was not without curiosity, though, and sometimes hung around after school simply watching what the other boys were doing and occasionally joining them on the playground. “We had a game called tackling ground,” Jack Price says. “We threw a ball up in the air and whoever caught it, everybody would try to tackle him. That’s how we found out who was the toughest.”


Ernie also became involved in more dangerous pursuits. “The school was right next to the railroad tracks,” Robert Prince says. “When the train went by, the teacher would have to wait until it passed.” The trains would slow down as they approached an embankment, which provided an irresistible temptation for eight- and nine-year-old boys. “The boxcars were open and empty and the train would just crawl,” Prince says. “We’d jump in a boxcar and ride a block or two and then jump off. You were a sissy if you didn’t do it.” Prince’s boxcar-riding days ended painfully when his father learned about them. “He wore me out,” he says. Fortunately for Ernie, Eddie remained in the dark.


Safer forms of recreation were found in the Moorland branch of the YMCA, a three-story redbrick building eight blocks from home that was the closest thing North Dallas had to a neighborhood meeting place. In 1937, Joe Louis stopped by before boxing in an exhibition at Steer Stadium in Dallas, and over the years many black dignitaries and sports personalities who were unwelcome in the city’s segregated hotels—Muhammad Ali, Thurgood Marshall, Duke Ellington, the Harlem Globetrotters, and others—occupied some of the building’s thirty-seven sleeping rooms. In later years, the Y became home to the Young Adults, a group of young black professionals, who brought in speakers and discussed civil rights and the fight for desegregation.


For Ernie and his friends, Moorland was a place to swim—strictly in the nude, no bathing suits allowed—play basketball, checkers, and dominoes, shoot pool, and, occasionally, study. Even when they moved on to high school, they returned to the Y to play basketball, a sport Washington didn’t offer because it had no court. Ernie was never the fastest man on the floor, but he was a prolific shooter. “It’s too bad we didn’t have three-point shots then,” Price says. “Ernie could shoot from half court and make it.”


Years later in his autobiography, Mr. Cub, Banks would say sympathetic instructors would turn a blind eye when the boys who couldn’t pay for a Y membership sneaked into the building. But Price says no subterfuge was required, because a local banker collected money from his employees and sponsored them. Whatever the case, Ernie would remember the Moorland Y as “the place that developed me as a young man.”


He would soon enter an institution that would do even more toward accomplishing that goal.














Chapter 2


Booker T.


In 2013, not long after Scott Rudes moved from Tampa, Florida, to Dallas to become the principal of the Booker T. Washington High School for the Performing and Visual Arts, he received a call from the city’s mayor, Mike Rawlings.


“Scott,” Rawlings asked, “who’s the most famous alum of Booker T.?”


Rudes knew the school had produced many well-known musicians and artists since becoming an arts magnet high school in 1976. Among them were Norah Jones, the pop and jazz icon who had won multiple Grammy Awards and sold tens of millions of albums; Erykah Badu, the singer-songwriter whose work spans multiple genres; Roy Hargrove, the celebrated jazz trumpet player; Edie Brickell, the popular musician and singer who would write a Broadway musical; and other writers, actors, artists, and film and television directors and producers.


Rudes also knew a trick question when he heard one.


“Ernie Banks,” he said.


“Good,” Rawlings said. “You passed the test.”
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Visiting art, drama, and music teachers from around the country entering the gleaming new wing of Dallas’s performing arts high school might find themselves weeping with envy. The dozens of girls lined at the ballet bar, the art gallery of students’ work, the photos of students painting, sculpting, tuning violins, applying theater makeup, and peering through microscopes: Together, they present a statement of aspiration and accomplishment, of the best that a public high school education can offer.


Intensely competitive in its admission process—all students must submit a portfolio, play an instrument, perform a monologue, or provide other evidence of their talent—Washington admits only about one in four applicants and their highly credentialed teachers are supplemented by a noteworthy support group. “There’s not a place in the Dallas Arts District that our students don’t use,” says Sharon Cornell, the school’s publicist, of its interaction with the surrounding museums, theaters, galleries, and performance halls. “Every arts organization here has an influence on our students. We’re like their little brothers and sisters.” Surveying the school during a visit, the singer and musician Harry Connick, Jr., called it a Willie Wonka factory for artists.


But Washington also has another less exalted wing, which was built in 1922 and is connected to the bright and airy new addition. It is where Ernie Banks went to high school.


Long before Dallas’s only black high school received its new name and was moved to its present location, it had a much simpler designation: Colored School Number 2. Many of its students walked five or six miles to reach it, often passing white schools closer to their homes. Counties outside of Dallas that didn’t have high schools for black children bused them to Washington and later to Lincoln High School, which opened in North Dallas in 1939. When Dallas’s schools were desegregated in 1969, Washington was closed and the building was used for storage until, in an extraordinary act of civic imagination, it became an arts magnet high school.


Homes like those the Banks family lived in were long gone by then, and the area consisted of parking lots, liquor stores, and the occasional barbeque shack. White parents had their doubts about sending their children to this part of town, and powerful forces in the city wanted the new school located in the city’s more upscale Fair Park area. But in the end it was placed in the refurbished Washington building, and over the years it was joined by other arts institutions and became a part of the Arts District.


The original wing of the building is an architectural misfit among the modern structures that surround it. Its redbrick façade is indistinguishable from elementary and high schools of a certain era all over the country, as are the narrow hallways lined with lockers on both sides and lit by rows of large single fixtures descending from the ceiling on long poles. A trophy case commemorating past glories lines one wall—the school no longer competes in interscholastic sports—and in one corner there is a glass cabinet that contains a tribute to Ernie Banks. The sense of new connected to old continues in front of the original wing where girls in leotards take yoga classes in the late-morning sun. The plot of grass they sit on, which is divided by a cement walk leading to the front entrance, is where Banks and his grade-school friends first played football.


“It was the only grassy area in the neighborhood,” says Jack Price, who would go on to play football at Washington with Banks. “The sidewalk was out of bounds so we called time and moved over to the grass, but somebody would always try to get in a good lick. When we played football in high school we practiced on gravel and dirt—I still have scars on my hands—but when we were kids playing by ourselves we had this nice green grass.” Since none of the boys could afford a football, an empty tin can of the approximate size had to do. “You had to know how to catch the can just right or you could cut yourself,” Price says.


The boys found another unlikely practice field on a lot at a pecan shelling factory behind Banks’s home on Fairmount Street. After the nuts had been removed, the shells would come flying out of a chute and form their playing surface. The only thing that could stop the action was the discovery of a nut that hadn’t been opened, which was quickly eaten. “We’d be all raggedy and dirty and Mrs. Banks would come out of the house and say, ‘Get out of those shells,’” Price says. “‘Come on in. Look at your clothes. Jack, you go on home and wash your clothes. Ernie, you come over here and wash yours up.’”
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North Dallas might have been poor, but it had its own set of rules about raising children that were not to be trifled with. Rule number one said any adult could discipline any child at any time and that the miscreant’s parents would back them up. “You knew that if you got in trouble somebody would go tell your mama,” says Joe Kirven, another of Banks’s future football teammates at Washington. “The last thing you wanted to hear was ‘Boy! Stop doing that!’ because you knew they were going to tell your parents.” This community watch system could also work to a child’s advantage. Gloria Foster, Kirven’s wife, remembers when a classmate jumped her on a sidewalk and Gloria rolled on top of her and held her down. Luckily, a woman across the street had seen the incident and spread the word. “Before I could get home, she had called my mother and explained what happened,” Gloria says. “Otherwise, I would have been in big trouble for fighting.” Since many Washington teachers lived in the neighborhood, they were on unofficial duty away from their classrooms. “They would be up and down the street watching,” says Price. “Even on weekends when school was out. You never got away from them.”


A few years later, when Banks and his friends exchanged their tin cans for real footballs and joined Washington’s team, they found themselves under surveillance by men with a more nefarious interest in their welfare. As far back as the 1870s, gambling had been a major factor in the Dallas economy, and city historian John William Rogers notes that efforts to outlaw the practice were considered bad for business. When a zealous district attorney moved to drive gamblers out of town, “a delegation of businessmen called upon him to point out how ill-advised such a move was for the [city’s] prosperity and that Fort Worth with a shrewder policy was offering the gamblers free rent and thirty-five hundred dollars to remove to that city.”


Such Wild West leniency was long gone by then, but gambling was still pervasive in North Dallas and everyone knew who the gamblers were. “They’d come up to you and say, ‘Hey, didn’t I see you wearing that uniform.’” Price says. “‘It’s nine o’clock. What you doing out this late? Get off these streets. I’m going to tell the coach. I’m going to tell the principal.’ Then he’d turn to his friend and say, ‘He’s out here losing my money.’ There was no such thing as hanging out at night. They would run you home.”


The players took these and other warnings seriously because they knew their neighborhood’s dangers. White people hardly ever ventured into their part of town and the few brave souls who did were wary. Edna recalls the man who regularly brought his laundry to her mother and waited outside until it was ready. “He wouldn’t come in and sit down,” she says. “Mama would go to the fence and hand him his clothes and he would get in his car and leave.”


Guns, drugs, alcohol, and theft were a constant presence in North Dallas, and Ernie was well aware of them. One of the first business transactions he ever witnessed was in a pawn shop where his friend Rastine Goodson sold watches and rings that Ernie suspected belonged to his mother. When Ernie returned home from the army some years later, he was not surprised to learn Goodson was in prison for selling drugs. Ernie ran with Rastine and his larcenous friends for a while, but more as an observer than a participant. “They’d come around the house and say, ‘Come on, let’s go,’” he recalled years later. “I’d go with them, but I always backed away from trouble. I can’t explain why. They’d look around and I was gone.” Banks would retain this quality of disengagement throughout his life—“I don’t like arguments, confusion, drama,” he said. “It’s just the way I am”—and he never forgot how much it amused Goodson. “You’re Casper the ghost,” his friend told him. “When things happen, you’re like smoke, you’re gone.”


Goodson told him something else during their wanderings, too, and when many of his friends and family members were ravaged by drugs or met early deaths, Ernie never forgot it. “He said I was a blessed child.”
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He was also a conflicted one, in ways he didn’t always understand. Some of the jobs he took in high school upset him for no reason. When he was sixteen, he was hired to mop floors in a hotel, but when the boss began telling him what to do, he quit and went home without collecting his pay. “They can keep the money,” he told his mother. A later job as a bellman in a nearby hotel went more smoothly, perhaps because his superiors left him alone.


There was also an inexplicable and totally out-of-character incident with his older sister. Later in their lives, he and Edna would develop a loving bond and laugh over their youthful arguments, but once, when they were teenagers, her sassiness overpowered his reserve and he pointed a gun at her head and cut her with a knife.


In 2006, while talking to an interviewer at his home in Marina del Rey, California, Banks suddenly recalled this moment and called Edna in Dallas.


“Mama had a gun and somehow I got it,” he told her, turning on the phone’s speaker so his visitor could hear both sides of the conversation. “You were standing on the porch and I pointed it at you and I pulled the trigger. I knew there were no bullets in the gun.”


“Mama was at work,” Edna said. “Do you remember cutting me?”


“Yeah.”


“On my cheek?”


“Yeah.”


“You know that scar?”


“Yeah.”


“That put it there.”


“So my thing was that you had such a great relationship with Daddy. I was envious of that.”


“You were just playing with me, though.”


“I was trying to cut your throat.”


“Oh, you.”


“All right, I’ll call you back.”


“Bye.”


For a moment after hanging up, Banks was silent. How could he explain what he had done? Certainly the way Edna always told him what to do, always acted like she knew everything, could get under his skin. But that wasn’t it. As he had just told her, it was because he was jealous of her relationship with his father. Why did their father always come to her with his problems? Why was she always the one giving their father advice? All these years later and it still bothered him. It bothered him almost as much as the fact that he had threatened and hurt his sister.
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Though the front yard of Washington High had been his childhood playground, Ernie remained his usual quiet self when he became a student there. He still sat in the back of the class, never volunteering to speak, but he must have been fascinated when, in addition to the usual high school subjects, he found himself studying black history. The curriculum was instituted by John Leslie Patton, Jr., who became the principal of Washington in 1939 and remained for thirty years. When Patton attended the Dallas Colored High School, he was taught by Portia Washington Pittman, Booker T. Washington’s daughter, and became a proponent of Washington’s doctrine of black progress through education and entrepreneurship rather than by directly challenging segregation. Patton wrote books about teaching black history and, along with I. B. Loud, a pastor at St. Paul’s Methodist Church across the street from the school, no one in North Dallas was held in greater respect.


“My mother talked about how he had so much influence over the whole neighborhood, not just the school,” says Karen Ridge, the daughter of Ernie’s sister Evelyn. “She would always talk about how they were very hands-on in the community.” Patton was hands-on in the school, too. “He was not the type that was going to call your parents first,” Ridge says. “He’s going to discipline you and then call your parents, which meant you were going to get disciplined again when your parents found out.”
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One afternoon as Ernie stood alone watching the Washington football team practice, a man smoking a cigar approached and, with a few words, changed his life. “Ernie,” the man said, “you should be out there playing. Come on. Let’s go get you a uniform.” Banks still had no interest in organized sports, but he did not dare defy Bill Blair.


Though still in his twenties, Blair was the closest thing the boys in North Dallas had to a hero. He had been a football and track star at Washington and, after briefly attending Prairie View A & M, the historically black college two hundred miles south of Dallas, had joined the army, where he became the youngest black first sergeant to serve in World War II. After pitching for the Indianapolis Clowns and other Negro League teams for five years, Blair returned home and became a conspicuous presence in the community.


To Banks and his friends, Blair was a figure of endless fascination. He regaled them with his stories of life in the Negro Leagues. Of how, when a catcher’s glove fell apart, it was repaired with a leftover piece of leather and a sock stuffed in the pocket. Of how his favorite pitch was the 12-6—“hit at twelve, drop at six.” And of how it was almost a badge of honor that his career ended when he threw his arm out in a tournament in Denver. “Shit, I’ll pitch today, I’ll pitch tomorrow, and if we play a third day, I can pitch then, too,” he would say.


“He was the pied piper of the neighborhood,” says Jack Price. “Wherever he walked, we would all gather around him and listen. I can see him now as a very young man coming up the street. Mama and Daddy would say, ‘Okay, you boys, here comes Blair. You listen to what he has to say.’ He was a character carrier.”


“He walked us straight and kept us out of trouble,” says Robert Prince. “He and his family lived on Fairmount so he was always around. If we were out doing mischievous things, somebody would yell, ‘Here comes Blair! Break it up!’ and we would all scatter. He told us how to live—don’t smoke, stay away from that boy, don’t go to that place, go to church.” Blair also kept up his ties with the Negro Leagues and its semipro offshoots that played in various Texas cities. But his first love remained the Washington football team and no able-bodied neighborhood boy was going to stand on the sideline just watching while he was there.


Ernie and his friends were never exactly sure what Blair saw in Ernie. He was of average height, almost painfully thin, and didn’t seem to have the necessary aggressiveness to play football. “He wasn’t built like an athlete when he was young,” Prince says. “I was surprised Ernie even went out for the team.” But the fact that Blair saw something in the shy, skinny youth was good enough for Raymond Hollie, the Washington coach.


Hollie was another Washington High legend—his football and track teams won a dozen state championships over the years—and the very essence of the old-fashioned authoritarian coach. He carried a board on the school’s gravel-and-mud field and smacked players on the behind when they made mistakes during practice sessions that lasted until dark. He had another requirement, too. “Before you play football, you’ve got to run track,” he told his players, and soon Ernie was long jumping and running the quarter mile while his teammates competed in other events.


When football season finally arrived, Ernie made several important discoveries. One was that he had a talent for catching balls thrown his way. “He was an outstanding pass-catcher,” says Price, who played next to Ernie at tackle. “Any time the ball came near him, he could handle it. He had the greatest hands.” Hollie was even more enthusiastic. “He was one of the best-looking athletes I ever saw,” he would tell interviewers years later when they came around trying to reconstruct Ernie’s youth. “Every move came naturally.”


Hollie and his teammates were also impressed by another of Ernie’s traits. “He was the cleanest athlete I ever saw,” Joe Kirven says. “I never heard him say a bad word about anybody. That’s unusual in a football player.” Also unusual was the fact he never participated in the usual teenage horseplay. If he was going to play football, he was going to take it seriously. “All of us got into fights,” says Prince, who was a substitute on the team. “‘You’re not going to say that about my mama.’ ‘Did you hit my sister the other day?’ Things like that. But not Ernie. He was always a gentleman, and always quiet.”


Becoming a member of the Washington football team had another important thing to teach a boy who liked to stand apart from the crowd and observe. It was the concept of working with others in a common pursuit. “I didn’t understand how you could put people together to do something worthwhile because I thought most of them didn’t like each other and had different frictions,” Banks said years later, recalling the moment when he discovered what it meant to be part of a team. He also learned the worth of having a leader he could look up to. Hollie’s demanding ways gave his players a sense of purpose and self-discipline. “They became father figures to these kids,” Prince says of Hollie and other coaches in the black community. “They were the only fathers that some of these boys had, and they would provide the advice and discipline they needed. These men were idolized by the black community.”


Hollie produced good teams year after year, and the one Ernie played on was no exception. In 1948, Washington won the city championship and played a team from Corpus Christi for the state title. North Dallas’s version of Friday Night Lights was every bit as intense as it was in the rest of Texas, and Washington’s fans would sometimes crowd its small practice field to the point where they ran the risk of being run over by players going through their drills. The school’s games against Lincoln were particularly anticipated by the alumni of the city’s two black high schools, but the excitement over the state championship game reached a new level. The game was played in Dal-Hi Stadium, a 22,000-seat arena that was a fair distance from North Dallas, and fans from the neighborhood took cars, cabs, buses, streetcars, or simply walked. It was a tense scoreless battle until, with only a few minutes remaining, a Washington player fumbled on his own five-yard line, allowing Corpus Christi to score the winning touchdown.


“Everybody was telling us we played a good ball game,” says Price, “but we were very down because it was our last year.” Ernie had two years of school remaining, but the game marked the end of his football career. Though he had played well, he had also come to the sideline wincing in pain after catching a pass. He had broken his collarbone, and Essie put her foot down.


“That game is too rough for you,” she said. “I don’t want you playing anymore.”


Ernie enjoyed football, but he didn’t protest. It was easier to obey his mother than to argue with her. It would not be the last time he would walk away from a confrontation. In the end, the experience affected Essie more than it did her son. “In all my years in baseball my mom never saw me play,” he said. “I guess she was a little superstitious about seeing me in any kind of game after that.”
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Banks’s friends were shocked when, in his senior year at Washington, he began keeping company with Mollye Ector. Though his status as an athlete had brought him out of his shell to a small degree, his friends still viewed him as naïve in many ways and felt protective of him. And the fact he was going with Mollye bothered some of them. A pretty girl with high cheekbones and a fashion model’s poise, she had run through a string of boyfriends at Washington, and Ernie’s friends were afraid he would be hurt.


“I used to tell him, ‘Man, leave Mollye alone,’” says Jack Price. “But he was in love with her.”


The girls at Washington were particularly surprised that nice quiet Ernie should be going around with a girl they considered fast.


“We’d been friends earlier, but then she sort of ran past me,” says Gloria Foster, a churchgoing girl whose parents kept a close watch over her. “Let’s just say her speed was faster than mine.”


So was the speed of the girls Mollye ran with, who were rumored to be seen at local beer joints that the neighborhood parents and local watchdogs had declared off-limits. Occasionally, they would even roam the neighborhood and create something close to mayhem.


“Those girls were bold,” Price says. “They would come by my house, five or six of them, and stand outside and yell, ‘We want Price! We want Price!’ I would be inside trying to hide and my mother would go to the front door and say, ‘You better get away from here, you nasty stinking things! Get away from here right now!’ They’d be laughing and going down the street and you’d hear them shouting, ‘We want Banks! We want Banks!’ Man, they were tough.”


Mollye’s good looks and mischievous behavior gave her a kind of glamour that appealed to Banks as well as to his younger sister Evelyn, who did not share the disdain of some of the other girls. “She told me she had a lot of respect and admiration for her,” says Karen Ridge. “She was always talking about the way Mollye carried herself and that she was a wonderful dresser. She felt that she was a good choice for Ernie.”


But Essie Banks had a different view. Mollye was wrong for her son, she thought, and she cast a baleful eye over their relationship as it developed over the next few years, a period during which events were conspiring that would allow Ernie to take his athletic talents to another level.














Chapter 3


On the Road


Long before Bill Blair died in 2014 at the age of ninety-two, he had become one of Dallas’s most prominent citizens. He founded the Elite News, a publication that serves the black community to this day, became a leader in the city’s civil rights movement, and remained so active in politics and community affairs that his grandchildren, noting that he always seemed to be on the move, called him “Stop and Go.” But for all his accomplishments, Blair was happy to be best known as the man who delivered Ernie Banks to baseball. In fact, he never let anybody forget it.


“Blair, didn’t you discover Ernie?” one of his cronies would tease him as they sat in the barbershop.


“You’re damn right I discovered him,” Blair would reply. “He was over in that goddamn park playing softball in some saggy shorts. I saw him and I knew he had talent then.”


And if he never told the story quite the same way—and never mentioned that he lived near Banks at the time and had steered him toward football—who could fault a man for embellishing and enjoying his memories? In one version, Blair was looking out the door of his home on Fairmount Street and saw Banks hitting softballs with his friends. In another, he was living across the street from Griggs Park, which was some distance away from Fairmount, saw him shagging balls, and was intrigued by the strength of his arm. A third version, one confirmed by Banks, is probably closer to the truth.


While playing softball with his friends, Banks was approached by a man named J. W. Worlds, who managed a church league team. He needed a shortstop, Worlds told him, and soon Banks, who was sixteen, was playing softball against grown men. There is some confusion about the kind of softball the team played. In his autobiography, Banks said Worlds ran “the best fast-pitch softball team in our community.” But many years later, Banks insisted that the game was strictly slow pitch—no fast windmill deliveries allowed—the kind of softball he and his friends played in the park after school and on weekends.


Whatever the case, the goal on Worlds’s team was to have fun and get everybody into the game. Winning was fine, but nobody on the losing team hung his head, and there were no big stars lording it over the other players. And for a curious young boy, there were lessons to be learned from watching his older teammates. Be patient at the plate. Don’t swing at the first pitch. Wait for something you can hit solidly. Banks also learned discipline from Worlds, who expected his players to be on time, line up in rows, take pregame drills seriously, and keep their heads in the game. The Griggs Park playing field was large, with buildings beyond both the right and left field boundaries, and it took a strong batter to hit them. Banks never did.


What Blair saw in Banks was raw talent. He stood in against one of the league’s best pitchers and hit him with ease, and Blair was particularly impressed by the way he could catch any ball hit near him. “He could field the ball down low and he could pick it up high,” says Blair’s son, Darryl. “My daddy said the worst ball to judge is a hop hit right at you and Ernie had a natural instinct to field it.” Banks needed work on his fielding mechanics, though, and Blair was just the man to teach him. How to get in position before catching a ground ball. How to line up and point his feet at the target before throwing. They worked on these and other basics and Blair was pleased to see Banks applying himself and taking his instruction seriously.


One day, Blair stopped by Griggs Park to show off his protégé to a couple of friends. One was Hank Thompson, a Negro League player who, now that the major leagues were being integrated, would soon become a fine third baseman for the New York Giants. The other was Johnny Carter, the owner of the Detroit Colts, a Negro League semipro team in the Texas Panhandle some 350 miles from Dallas. Banks knew Thompson, who had played against the Green Monarchs a year or two earlier and impressed him with his swing, particularly the way he used his wrists to power the ball great distances. For the rest of that summer he had copied Thompson’s stance and swing and found himself spraying line drives as never before.


So Banks lit up when he heard Thompson say, “That kid over there can really play.” But Carter responded with words that meant even more: “I’d like to take him to Amarillo.” They all drove to Banks’s home, where, since Eddie was at work, they unveiled their plans to his mother. “Make sure he’s back for school,” she said. Banks hastily packed some clothes, jumped into Carter’s car, and rode off to spend the summer of 1948 playing baseball. Remembering the moment many years later, Banks would say that the fact Blair had brought Thompson and Carter to watch him play softball at Griggs Park that day, and that they had seen something in him, was a miracle.


Banks was fascinated by his new surroundings, by the higher quality of ball he was now playing, and by the intense and lengthy drills the team went through. He was also fascinated by Carter, who owned not only the Colts, but also the combination hotel, restaurant, bar, and liquor store where the players lived, ate, and drank for free. The roof of the hotel might leak now and then, but still… a black man who owned a thriving business and a baseball team, who booked black entertainers and dance bands in some of the towns they visited? Imagine that.


The cities the team played in intrigued him, too. From Amarillo in northeast Texas, they traveled south to Lubbock and Abilene, north to Topeka, Kansas, and Hastings, Nebraska, and west to Roswell and Hobbs, New Mexico. But the greatest fascination came from some of the teams the Colts played against. Their players were white and so were their fans. And nobody seemed to give it a second thought. Within limits, that is. “They were happy to see us come in and play,” Banks said, “and they were happy to see us get on the bus and leave.”


Black men traveling in a group through the South were bound to encounter problems, particularly when they traveled to small towns that had no restaurants where they could eat or hotels where they could sleep. They coped by driving down the road to more hospitable surroundings or by making a meal of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, sardines, and fruit, and by sleeping on the team bus or in the homes of Johnny Carter’s accommodating friends.


Banks loved every minute of it. He loved listening to his teammates tease each other and tell stories. They were like a large family, something he knew quite a bit about. His teammates were older than he was, more than a decade older in some cases, and they made sure he knew what time practice started, which of the town’s establishments he should avoid, and when he should be in bed. “They set the rules and guidelines and they made sure I followed them,” Banks said. “It was a real blessing to be in that type of environment.”


His teammates taught him some of the perks of semipro baseball, too. “I hit a home run in my first game, and they told me to go into the stands and pass my cap around,” Banks said. “I made six dollars in nickels, dimes, and quarters.” And when the clock struck midnight and the summer ended, he returned home two hundred dollars richer. He was a celebrity now, teased by his envious friends about being a world traveler and called upon by his teachers to tell the class about his adventures playing baseball. Rastine Goodson was right, he thought. He was a blessed child.
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After his second summer with the Colts, as Banks was finishing his final year of high school, two men he had never met were contesting his future. One was James A. Stephens, the football coach at Prairie View A & M, who called in his imposing freshman tackle, Jack Price, and gave him an assignment. Stephens had seen Washington play Corpus Christi for the state championship two years earlier and had recruited Price to Prairie View. Stephens also made note of Washington’s skinny but sure-handed pass receiver, who was a year behind Price in school.


“The first thing I want you do when you get back to Dallas is go talk to Ernie,” Stephens told Price before he returned home for the summer. “I want him down here next year.”


In Dallas, meanwhile, Bill Blair, who was monitoring Banks’s progress in Amarillo, placed a call to Kansas City.


“Buck, I got one,” he said.


“Blair, can he pick ’em up and throw ’em out?”


“Buck, he can play. If I tell you he’s got talent, put your foot on it.”


That was good enough for Buck O’Neil, who had also received a glowing report on Banks from James “Cool Papa” Bell, one of the Negro Leagues’ greatest stars and manager of a team the Colts had played against that summer. So Blair bought Banks a bus ticket and the first suit he ever owned and sent him off to join the Kansas City Monarchs and their legendary manager. It was, Banks would say, the beginning of his life, but his mother had mixed emotions.


“Oh, Jack, he’s gone,” said Essie Banks, who would surely have wanted her son to become the first member of the family to go to college, when Price relayed Stephens’s message. “When he walked off the stage graduation night, the pros were waiting for him with five hundred dollars. He took the money and gave it to me and he left the next day.”














Chapter 4


Leaving Home


Though Ernie Banks visited his family many times over the years, he never lived in Dallas again. In itself, this was not unusual. He had a new occupation in a faraway city that brought with it new colleagues, new friends, and new responsibilities. Soon, he would begin a family, become involved in business ventures, and develop a public profile, all of which required his attention. But there was another reason Banks didn’t return home as often as he might have: The more celebrated he became around the country, the less comfortable he felt in the city where he was born.


As his mother continued to have children after he left Dallas, Banks was less a brother to his younger siblings than an uncle who blew into town once in a while and then just as quickly was gone. “He would come in from the airport, pick us up, and take us out to eat, do the family thing,” says Walter Banks. “Sometimes, I’d go over to the house and sit around and listen to him tell jokes. Other than that, I rarely saw him.” Banks’s niece Karen Ridge also remembers how much the family enjoyed his visits, but she never truly understood what they meant until they became less frequent. The lack of a real bond between Banks and his younger brothers in particular led to another reason his trips to Dallas were sporadic and often strained.


“They were a working-class family at best, and he talked about how they were a little demanding on him financially,” says Sander Esserman, a Dallas attorney who handled some business matters for Banks after he retired from baseball. “Some of them were borderline impoverished and Ernie was famous and living in the limelight. They all wanted money. It may have been only fifty bucks here or a hundred bucks there, but he sent them checks.”


As the years went by, this situation never seemed to change. Banks’s third wife, Marjorie Lott, who was married to him from 1984 to 1997, recalls visits that began with the acquisition of hundred-dollar bills. “We’d have to walk in with money because that’s what they wanted,” Lott says. “Most of the family was begging for money,” says Edna. “One time there was an old-timers’ game over at the baseball stadium and they had a suite for Ernie. He came in with a handful of envelopes and he said, ‘Edna, I have twenty-dollar bills in those envelopes and I’m going to start passing them out to my brothers.’” Nor was this largesse always appreciated. “It would upset me to hear them do him so bad,” Edna says, “to hear them say things like, ‘Man, he came in here and I needed gas for my car and he didn’t even want to give me that.’ He was dishing out money all the time.”


Though Banks was uncomfortable in his position as Uncle Bountiful, he was happy to help his mother and his father throughout their lives. “I’d call my mom sometimes and she’d say, ‘My money is funny,’” Banks said with a laugh. “I would tell her it was on the way.” But his family responsibilities extended beyond putting money into envelopes. He may have escaped the temptations and perils of his upbringing, but many of his younger brothers had not, and he became bound up in their problems. “Due to my lifestyle, I wasn’t that close to them alive,” he said. “But when they got in trouble or they died, I was always there.”
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At about the time Banks left for Kansas City, his parents moved into a second row house next door on Fairmount Street. “Daddy had so many children, the rent man just let him have it for not much more money,” Edna says, and the family was split up, with the boys sleeping in one house and the girls in the other. “I called our house the dormitory,” Walter Banks says.


This arrangement held for five years until, in 1953, the family narrowly escaped disaster. While starting a fire in the kitchen stove, Essie reached for a can that had been mistakenly filled with gasoline. It exploded, igniting her dress and some rubberized curtains above the stove. “Mama said she snatched her dress off right quick and smothered it out,” Edna says. “Then she snatched the curtains off the wall.”


Essie was unhurt, but a piece of the burning curtain landed on the head of Frances, who was eight, and on the arm of six-year-old Walter, where it began to melt. “I brushed it off and my skin just went to bubbling up,” he says. Essie tore the burning curtains off Frances and grabbed three-year-old Glover, who had escaped the flames, and they all ran out of the house.


Frances was the most seriously injured, with second-degree burns, but even though she eventually made a full recovery and the house was not seriously damaged, the message was clear. It was time to leave Fairmount Street. Not long afterward, the family moved to a new home in the housing projects of West Dallas, where Eddie could take pleasure in the fact that his new crop of sons all became involved in church-league baseball. “There were seven boys and we all played,” Walter says. “Frances played, too. She could catch and hit and run. I used to eat, sleep, and dream baseball. I’d sleep with my glove up under my head to keep people from messing with it.”


But as the boys grew older, their idylls ended, and some of them succumbed to drink, drugs, and, in several cases, unspeakable misfortune. And one after another, five of Banks’s brothers died at a young age.


There was Sammy, who was twenty-two years old and at loose ends when, in 1962, Banks tried to convince him to join him at his off-season home in California.


“Come on, you’ll get a new job, meet some new people, start over,” Banks said. “I’ll come to Dallas and we’ll drive out.”


“Aw, man, I don’t want to go out there,” Sammy said.


A few days later, Banks’s phone rang. Sammy had been at a party where someone was playing with a gun, stupidly pointing it at people. Sammy was dead, shot in the head. Some people just get stuck in time and places, Banks thought as he flew home for the funeral.


A similar fate was met by his brother Ben, who was two years younger. Ben was a second baseman who had followed Banks to the Kansas City Monarchs, where he played well enough for Banks to convince the Cubs to give him a minor league contract. When he arrived at spring training in Arizona in 1956, the press took notice of a second Banks in camp, and pictures of the two baseball-playing brothers appeared in the Chicago newspapers. “He was more talented than me,” Banks said.


But hopes that the Cubs might field an all-Banks double-play combination someday didn’t last the summer. The team sent Ben to its farm team in Lafayette, Louisiana, where he met a woman who went with him to California. “He just left the team,” Banks says. “All he said was he just didn’t like baseball.” Thirteen years later, at the age of thirty-seven, Ben died. “They say he was into drugs,” Banks said. “I don’t know.”


Even after Banks left baseball, he returned to Dallas for funerals. One was for his brother Glover—the family called him Buddy—who was nineteen years younger and had bonded with his father through baseball more than his other sons. “Buddy is your daddy’s favorite child,” his mother once told Banks, wounding his feelings a bit. “When Daddy died, Buddy started drinking…” Banks said, his voice trailing off.


In 1999, tragedy struck again when his brother Eddie, Jr., ran a red light, smashed into a car, and killed a man. Two days later, Edna found him dead in the motel room where he was living, the television still blaring.


“That was real hurtful because he tried so hard to make it in life,” Banks said. “He got out of the air force and married a girl and she left him. It just changed his life.” Banks hired a lawyer to deal with the aftermath of the crash, did so again when the husband of one of his sisters was sent to jail, and yet again when another of his brothers was accused of a crime. His name alone, Banks discovered, was enough to get him in to see Dallas’s sheriff and district attorney. “I didn’t like doing it, using my influence from baseball,” he said. But in some of these cases he was able to help get the charges reduced or dropped.


Banks’s sister Frances also died at a young age after lapsing into a diabetic coma, and the family’s troubles extended into the next generation in the person of Banks’s nephew Bobby Johnson, whose short career with the Texas Rangers was all too representative of the perils of major league baseball in the 1980s.


Johnson was the catcher Eddie Banks had always wanted. Eddie tutored him from a young age and never missed one of his games from peewee leagues through high school. So when Johnson was drafted by the Texas Rangers in 1977, Eddie was overjoyed. At six foot three and 195 pounds, Johnson was impressive physically and played his position well, but in his first few years in the minors he had trouble hitting. A visit with his uncle in Chicago helped straighten him out. Drop your hands, Banks told him, after seeing how high Johnson held his bat. The results were immediate, and in 1979 he was named the Rangers’ minor league player of the year.


Two seasons later, Johnson was called up in September and hit two home runs in six games, one of them with two out in the bottom of the ninth for a 1–0 victory over the California Angels. He was touted as a star of the future, one who would be closely observed in spring training the following year. But the reality of his game-winning homer was much darker.


“Mama, I was so high when I hit that home run I didn’t know where I was,” Johnson confessed to his mother a few years later.


“What?!” she said, having no idea her son was caught up in the drug epidemic then ravaging baseball.


Johnson had been introduced to cocaine by a teammate as they drove to a spring training game, and he hit two home runs that day. But he soon learned he was living in a fool’s paradise and his career disintegrated in a series of injuries, missed practices, embarrassing public displays of anger, and trips to drug rehab. After three seasons, in which he appeared in ninety-eight games and had a batting average of .197, the Rangers cut him loose. Banks did what he could, arranging tryouts with the Cubs and the San Diego Padres, but Johnson had nothing left to give.


“I was always a leader in high school,” he says, “the quarterback of the football team, the catcher on the baseball team. But when it came to following this devil—that’s what I call it—he had me by the tail. I thought getting to the big leagues was the end-all be-all. But when I got there, I was like a deer looking into the headlights.”


But if Johnson symbolizes the terrible problems of some of Banks’s siblings and their children, he also represents their path to something better. After leaving baseball, he got free of drugs, began selling cars—he even owned a dealership for a time—and wound up in Denver, where he has been living for nearly thirty years. “I don’t live in the past,” he says. “I’m happily married. I put my daughter through college. I’ve got everything I need. I see a lot of the guys I played with on TV every day and I wouldn’t trade my life with any of them.”


Many of the dozens of Banks’s nephews and nieces and their descendants followed Johnson’s example, but without the trauma that preceded it. They went to college, got good jobs, and led productive lives. The family took particular pride in Acie Law, the son of Banks’s niece Dolores Law, who starred in basketball at Texas A & M and became the first player to have his jersey hung from the rafters of the school’s arena. He later went on to a fine career in the NBA and in Europe.


And in one especially delicious irony, Ashley Ridge, the daughter of Banks’s niece Karen, became the last member of the family to attend Booker T. Washington High, graduating in 2009. The school had assumed its glittering new identity by then, and Ashley studied painting and sculpture and then enrolled at Southern Methodist University, where she earned a degree in creative writing. “When I look at my generation and my children’s generation and the lifestyle we have, sometimes it brings tears to my eyes,” says Karen Ridge, who grew up listening to her mother’s stories of wringing chickens’ necks and boiling water for baths in an iron washtub. “That the family’s been able to come so far and accomplish so much and we’ve been able to educate our children, to live in much better homes, and to travel. It’s a blessing.”
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Banks’s prolonged absences from the city of his birth resulted in one consuming frustration for his family and many of those who remembered him as a boy. He was the greatest baseball player Dallas ever produced, and yet it seemed as if the city had forgotten him. After Banks’s death, Robert Prince and some of his other teammates lamented the absence of any statue, marker, or street that bears his name. “I am chagrined that Dallas has never acknowledged Ernie,” Prince says. “Dallas gave baseball its greatest gift.”


Scott Rudes was disappointed too, but for reasons that went beyond honoring an athlete. Banks, the Washington High principal believes, is the perfect vehicle through which the school’s roots can be celebrated. For all of Washington’s present glories, all the young artists it nurtures, all the magnificent cultural monuments it sits among, the school’s more humble origins should not, Rudes thinks, be forgotten.


It is the school where Raymond Hollie arranged for Jack Price, the burly offensive tackle who had never considered going to college, to receive a scholarship to Prairie View A & M. Price returned home to teach in the Dallas school system for forty years, and in 2005 he was inducted into his alma mater’s football hall of fame.


It was the school where Robert Prince, whose father taught him and his friends math, won a scholarship to Wiley College, a historically black school in Marshall, Texas, where he studied chemistry. He went on to attend the University of California at Berkeley and Texas Southern, and, after serving in the Korean War, he became an obstetrician who practiced in Dallas for thirty-five years.
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