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  INTRODUCTION




  It is my lot in life to be a believer in the great man—or, as it should now accurately be considered, the great person—theory of history. For the unfamiliar, it is the idea that the world’s events and occurrences are largely dictated by a remarkable few leaders, blessed with special skills and abilities unique to their time and its own needs.




  I learned about Jackie Robinson through Red Barber. My father was an English professor and I was a young sports fan, and we had few things in common, but for the few moments on Friday mornings when Red Barber was on NPR’s Morning Edition, we found mutual enjoyment. Barber fascinated me again on Ken Burns’s Baseball, when he told his recollections of Robinson and the changes the great man had made in his life.




  Another piece of the puzzle that became this book came when I read Doris Kearns Goodwin’s A Team of Rivals. As a Kentuckian, Lincoln was another of those great figures whom I admired and studied. I was dismayed over the years to see various historians pick the bones of his historical carcass as so much fodder to support their angle. I’ve read about Lincoln the writer, Lincoln the man of faith, Lincoln the depressive, even Lincoln the gay man. Some of these books are well founded, and by no means do I intend to detract from the significance of historians continuing to look at the past with a fresh eye, but these books often seemed to drift further away from the reality and essence of the man. Then came Goodwin’s book, which showed Lincoln in a new light by showing him interacting with the people closest to him. I read it with great excitement and enjoyment—this was the great man who changed the world.




  Jackie Robinson has been dead long enough to begin to suffer the same fate as Lincoln. When I read one popular Robinson biography that claimed that the young Robinson had essentially turned the other cheek as a child in Pasadena after a little girl called him a nigger, I was furious. The reality, which I had read many other times, was that Robinson retorted and ended up in a rock fight with the girl’s father. As we get further from history, the reality blurs beneath the “need” of an author to present the subject as whatever he or she wishes—the Robinson of reality was supplanted by “the patient black freak,” as he himself described the stereotype some held of him.




  One day, I was washing dishes in my kitchen and listening to an audiobook that included Red Barber’s writings on Jackie Robinson. As I listened to Barber’s explanation of the cerebral undoing of a life of prejudice, I found certainty. Robinson, I knew, was a great man. His greatness could be defined by the epitaph on his tombstone: “A life is not important except for the impact it has on other lives.” Perhaps, as Ms. Goodwin had done with Lincoln, his greatness could be best contextualized by showing that impact.




  The impact goes both ways. Robinson was famous as the loneliest man in sports. To be sure, the burden he carried in blazing the trail of integration was one that only he knew. But while he was alone, he was far from lonely. There were others who traveled the road to glory with Robinson—some by choice, some unwittingly. Some had spent their lives searching for this opportunity to change their society. Some just wanted to play or manage a game of baseball.




  If this book does its job in any capacity, I hope it helps people remember a great leader as he was. But my second wish is that it helps people remember those who weren’t necessarily great. Because the fear of the great person theory is that it leaves those of us who aren’t born brilliant leaders wondering, “How do I fit in?”




  We cannot all be Jackie Robinson any more than we can all be Lincoln or Mother Teresa. However, I hope that A Fine Team Man offers some consolation to those of us whose destinies are in the dirt rather than in the stars. History is not made by the great people alone—it is made by ordinary people deciding to cast their support, their energy, and their friendship behind the great people. The title of this book is a phrase that befits Robinson, but which he actually wrote to his wife in describing Pee Wee Reese. Changing the world may be driven by a great leader, but over the course of seasons of baseball or seasons of life, it takes a team to follow that leader, to allow some part of themselves to be remade in that image of glory.




  
CHAPTER ONE RACHEL ROBINSON: “YOU KNOW DOGGONE WELL YOU’VE GOT A GIRL.”





  This is a story largely inhabited by ghosts. Over seven decades after the breaking of baseball’s color line, virtually none of the principal characters remain. The last of Brooklyn’s Boys of Summer are slowly passing away, and the management that formed their team and guided their play have long since returned to the dust. An era in which any facet of American life is lily-white is, if not impossible to imagine, at least fading day by day, year by year.




  But in New York City (or the suburbs nearby, on a given day), there is a lady who was very much a witness to those earlier days. Well into her 90s, she retains graceful beauty, a warm smile, and a no-nonsense sensibility that can transmit anyone hearing her speak to another time and place—Pasadena in 1940, or Montreal in 1946, or Brooklyn in the 1950s. Rachel Robinson has this quality because in many ways, she is the last survivor of the firsthand group, those who not only witnessed Jackie Robinson changing baseball and America—or is it America and baseball?—but those who, so to speak, had “skin in the game.”




  As one-half of the marriage that was forged in the crucible of fighting Jim Crow, there was probably never anyone who either had such a strong impact on the life and career of Jackie Robinson, or whose own life and career were as defined by him. The mutual love and devotion of Jackie and Rachel Robinson shine through whenever she speaks or writes of the relationship and couple at the center of the maelstrom of social change. If we—as a country, as a people, or as individual men and women—seek to gain anything instructive from Jackie Robinson’s life and times, then his marriage is a good place to start. It defined his life and Rachel’s life, and thus it also tends to define their story.
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  Rachel Annetta Isum was born on July 19, 1922, almost three-and-a-half years after her future husband, in Los Angeles. Unlike her future husband’s hardscrabble youth, Rachel’s family background—while hardly typical—was much more rooted, both in attachment to the American West, where the worst vestiges of segregation were at least less prevalent if not absent, and in their solidly middle-class existence.




  Rachel’s father, Charles Isum, had been a bookbinder employed by the Los Angeles Times before a heart condition sustained in World War I left him retired and permanently disabled. Rachel’s mother, Zellee Jones Isum, simply picked up the slack. She ran a catering business and worked in the cafeteria of the Los Angeles Public Library. Rachel had an older half brother and a younger brother, and while she would acknowledge that her ill father “seemed to favor me over my brothers,” her mother taught Rachel at an early age not only to help keep up their home and to care for her injured father but also to prepare herself for financial self-sufficiency. Rachel would later recall working at the public library alongside her mother at age 10, noting, “I got fifty cents every time I helped. I liked helping, but I also loved the fifty cents. I think that was the whole point.”




  This self-sufficient streak was hardly a secret. In a June 1951 magazine article she penned, Rachel freely admitted, “I don’t know where I got the compulsion to earn my own money.” She recalled “pretend[ing] I was a needy student to get jobs around school” and recounted that one year, some local (white) charity workers had been so touched by her work ethic that they determined she must be in dire financial need and they brought her a care basket of food and a small Christmas tree. Rachel and her half brother, Charles Williams, were both aghast, and Rachel feared “those good people would come inside—and see our big new phonograph and the huge Christmas tree with gifts piled under it.”




  Even writing at the peak of Jackie’s baseball career, Rachel’s plans for the future still contemplated her own career. “Right now it certainly isn’t necessary for me to work,” she wrote in 1951. “But I am not satisfied being just a housewife, either.” Like her husband, Rachel was ahead of her time in her desire for the self-determinism to define her own worth—an industriousness that her husband apparently found both endearing at first and a little difficult to warm to later in life.




  Given her independence and her intelligence, it was hardly surprising that young Rachel Isum was a very good student. She graduated from Manual Arts High School at age 17 and started college at UCLA, where she intended to earn a bachelor’s degree in nursing and work in a hospital. But first, her life took a few unexpected detours on that path.
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  Jack Roosevelt Robinson was the fifth of five children born to Jerry and Mallie McGriff Robinson. He was born on January 31, 1919, in Cairo, Georgia, where his father was a sharecropper on a large farm. Given the system of the time, in which farmers worked for scrip money that could be used only in the farm boss’s own store—which naturally tended to feature significant price gouging—Jerry Robinson was a generation removed from slavery, but it was a removal by means of semantics rather than productivity.




  Mallie Robinson, frustrated when her husband borrowed a significant amount of money in order to give his family some attempt at a proper Christmas, cornered Jerry. She insisted that he approach the farm boss with a plan to work for part of the sales of the crops he raised. Jerry Robinson reluctantly agreed, and the ensuing agreement placed some money in the family coffers. Just enough money, it turned out, to cause Jerry to develop wandering eyes and roaming feet.




  Jerry Robinson left the family before Jackie was a full year old, on a trip to Texas from which he chose never to return. Given the animosity that her superintended arrangement with the farm boss created, Mallie was soon intrigued by the possibility of a fresh start, one away from the southern soil in which her people had toiled without remuneration or advance. It was California that drew her attention, and in 1920, she packed her five children (along with several other family members) onto a train and headed West.




  The area of Pasadena in which the Robinson family arrived was a bit less welcoming than the cozy Isum house over on 36th Place. Mallie eventually bought a small house at 121 Pepper Street, despite outcries against her ownership from aggrieved white citizens of the neighborhood. The new life that awaited the Robinsons in California was only marginally better than what they knew in Georgia. Mallie worked as a domestic, stacking multiple jobs and sometimes still feeding her own children only with sweet water and bread, or with whatever extra scraps her white employers would bestow upon her. And while Jackie grew up out of the sanctioned segregation of the South, the de facto segregation of the West was stil sometimes brutal.




  As a young boy, Jackie was confronted with a white neighbor girl who taunted him as a “nigger.” Robinson turned the tables on the girl, calling her “cracker,” which predictably led her to the chant, “Soda cracker’s good to eat/Nigger’s only good to beat.” Confronted with the child’s hate, Robinson upped the ante, grabbing rocks and firing them at her. But his advantage was short-lived, as the girl’s father materialized and quickly began pelting Robinson with rocks himself. Eventually order was restored, and if the episode was a chilling reminder of the hate harbored against Mallie and her children, at least no one ended up at the end of a noose, as they may well have in Georgia at that time.




  Perhaps just as barbarous was the day that Robinson and a few of his friends from the informal but much-recalled Pepper Street gang, denied the advantage of the city’s swimming pool except on a specific day of the week set aside for minorities, decided to go for a splash in the town aquifer. The local police quickly rousted the group out, with one officer allegedly complaining of “niggers in my drinking water.”




  Much more jarring than racial taunts or uneven accommodations was the lack of opportunity that Robinson faced. If he had any doubts as to the issue, he needed look no further than his older brother, Mack. A talented athlete who was restricted to noncontact sports after a heart scare as a youth, Mack became a great track star and in fact won a silver medal at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, finishing second only to the great Jesse Owens. Mack came home and found the only available employment in his path was as a street sweeper for the city of Pasadena. When he wore his Olympic jacket while performing the embarrassingly menial duties, some residents complained of Mack’s attitude in holding such an affront under the noses of his white neighbors. Mack himself purportedly replied that it was simply the warmest clothing he owned.




  Young Rachel Isum faced many of the same restrictions, but she had drawn herself a path leading to the sort of solid middle-class existence that was often the ceiling of the African-American experience in the first half of the twentieth century. Jackie drifted more aimlessly. The incident at the aquifer aside, he had a handful of minor misdeeds and run-ins with local law enforcement, more the mark of a boy whose imagination outstripped his opportunities than of a petty criminal. But the uncertainty of his future certainly colored his youth.




  Robinson’s path might have gone a decidedly different way had a young, energetic pastor named Karl Downs not appeared in his life. Downs, a pioneer ahead of his time, loved his faith but also loved youth and activities—the better to draw the local community into his flock. He gave Robinson not only recreation and moral instruction but also direction and authority within his own community, with the two becoming such close friends that he eventually drafted Jackie to serve as a Sunday-school teacher. Downs saw the leadership ability within Robinson, and the church provided an outlet for the zest for activity and life experience that would become legendary. When that joie de vivre was combined with organized athletics, something magical was formed.
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  As is the case with most prodigies, it is virtually impossible to pinpoint when Jackie Robinson first emerged as a great athlete. He himself fondly recalled leading a third-grade soccer team that was good enough to beat the sixth-grade squad. Early stories had Robinson telling Mallie that she didn’t need to pack him a lunch—that he would barter his baseball skills for the best bargain available on the playground, sandwiches for base hits, as it were.




  The myth of the natural athlete is an unfair one, attempting to discredit hard work and competitive fire in favor of God-given talent, and it is often broadly painted onto outstanding African-American athletes. That said, given Robinson’s wealth of talents, it may be forgivable to grant the stereotype some latitude. As a freshman at Muir High School, Robinson played shortstop on the baseball team, saw some time at quarterback on the gridiron, was a solid contributor on the basketball team, and was a talented jumper on the track team. A year later, he won the junior boys’ singles championship in the Pacific Coast Negro Tennis Tournament. In marked contrast to the difficulties surrounding much of his life, when a ball or a goal was involved, everything Jackie Robinson touched seemed to turn to gold.




  After his two years at Muir High, he enrolled at Pasadena Junior College, where he continued his multisport stardom, although he did drop tennis. He managed to compete in track alongside his brother Mack, with the fraternal competition driving the elder Robinson to establish a national junior college record in the broad jump. A year later, Jackie bested that record. He continued to shine in all four sports, but the divide between the glory of athletic victory and the difficulties of his personal life continued to divide Jackie Robinson’s identity.




  When his junior college days finished, Robinson moved on to UCLA to continue his college career, but the dark clouds that hovered over his personal life continued. His brother Frank died in a motorcycle accident. A minor brush with police after an incident in which he was a mere bystander resulted in Robinson having an officer’s gun pressed into his stomach, before cooler heads prevailed. While UCLA admitted African-American students, there were only a handful, and they remained substantially apart from the rest of the university’s student social scene. Furthermore, contrary to the big-man-on-campus image one might expect, Robinson maintained part-time jobs to help pay his expenses, even as he starred in football and basketball for the Bruins. He reluctantly lettered in track, and his baseball season was a failure, as Robinson batted just .097. Meanwhile, in his few spare hours, while other UCLA students socialized in Kerckhoff Hall, Robinson swept floors as an assistant janitor. But if a broom wasn’t attractive to many young coeds, Robinson’s life would be changed by one woman to whom he would not need to apologize for his ambition or station.
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  In the beginning of his senior season, the first UCLA student to letter in four sports in the same season found himself falling in love. Robinson was watching then-17-year-old UCLA freshman Rachel Isum well before she was watching him. The beautiful Rachel exuded a maturity and charm that intrigued Robinson. Again, despite his all-American athletic pedigree, Robinson was a young man who was relatively uncomfortable with women in general. Whether it was his preoccupation with competition or a social inferiority complex, the dating scene was apparently not one that Jackie Robinson fancied.




  Years later, Robinson would recall being wary of white women, as a trumped-up interracial relationship was a frequent basis for running black city workers out of jobs in the Pasadena area. He certainly seemed disinterested in the kind of girls who would chase a star athlete. Youthful friends would recall one dating relationship with a girl named Bessie Renfro, which was somewhat serious, but for the most part Robinson was as ill at ease at a Saturday-night dance as he was comfortable at a Saturday-afternoon football game.




  For her part, Rachel Isum was not especially excited to meet Robinson. Her first impression of him, garnered from watching him play quarterback for the Bruins, was that he thought too highly of himself, which she later confessed she based on the hands-on-hips stance he assumed before snaps from center. Her first impression aside, Rachel soon realized that what she had first suspected was aloofness was simply shyness. She found herself drawn in by the “handsome, proud, and serious man with a warm smile and a pigeon-toed walk” whom she found a kindred spirit as “we both were shy and intent on reaching the goals we had set for ourselves.”




  Rachel’s charms were evident to Robinson. As she admitted, she was somewhat reserved, but the effect was that she was sophisticated instead of giggly, which was appealing to Robinson’s no-nonsense nature. She was beautiful, with high cheekbones accenting a delicate face and a warm smile. And she was from another world—even the black middle class was a world apart from the friendly chaos of 121 Pepper Street and the single-parent raising that Robinson had experienced.




  Their differing identities and perspectives came up very literally on the matter of skin color itself. Rachel was initially put off by the fact that the much darker Jackie favored white shirts that only accented the depth of his ebony color. “I thought to myself, ‘Now why would he do that? Why would anybody that dark wear a white shirt? It’s terrible!’” she later recalled. Indeed, some biographers have indicated that Rachel’s father initially disfavored Jackie as a suitor because of his darker complexion. Not that it ended up mattering.




  Robinson won over his lighter love interest. She remembered, “He wore his color with such dignity and pride and confidence that after a little while I didn’t even think about it. He wouldn’t let me. He was never, ever, ashamed of his color.” The depth of this revelation would only grow for Rachel as the years rolled by.




  Their first date was the homecoming dance on November 2, 1940, at the ritzy Biltmore Hotel. Robinson wore the only suit he owned, and Rachel chose a beautiful black dress that she augmented with her grandmother’s fur coat. Rachel later recalled the evening as “fun but never completely comfortable,” and in her own book she admitted that the couple had danced the fox-trot but that she would have preferred something more intricate like the Lindy Hop. Intimidated by the surroundings, at the end of the night Robinson bestowed only a peck on the cheek on his expectant date. Despite the spark of young romance, their paths would take very different routes before they would ultimately pull together.
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  Only four months after that date at the Biltmore, the week after basketball season ended, senior Jackie Robinson quietly made arrangements to leave UCLA shy of graduating. The decision was unpopular both with his mother and his girlfriend, but Robinson himself later explained, “I could see no future in staying in college, no real future in athletics, and I wanted to . . . become an athletic director.” Additionally, the years of being a financial burden on Mallie Robinson irritated Jackie, and he wanted to try to help his aging mother instead of relying on her. Family seemed to have been much on the mind of Jackie Robinson as he grew into adulthood. Only a few days after Robinson withdrew from UCLA, Charles Isum passed away. Rachel and Jackie grew closer as she worked through her grief. Three decades later, Jackie wrote, “In this time of sorrow we found each other and I knew then that our relationship was to be one of the most important things in my life no matter what happened to me.”




  Rachel observed, “My father’s death gave Jack an opening where he could at last be the man, the main man, in a family of his own. . . . Jack could step right into the center of us all and take possession of his own family—at least in his mind. I think it had a profound appeal for him.”




  While he tried to fill an influential spot in the Isum family, Robinson fell deeper in love with Rachel. “There are few people it is easy for me to confide in,” he later wrote, “but when I was with Rae I was delighted to find that I could tell her anything. She was always understanding and, beyond that, very direct and honest with me.”




  As he grew closer to Rachel, Robinson was hired as an assistant athletic director at a National Youth Administration camp in Atascadero, California. The young Robinson often envisioned a future in coaching, and getting to spend a few months working with young people in such a role was a pleasant experience. It was from this job that he sent Rachel—in a simple envelope that was half-destroyed in the mail—the first keepsake meant to show his devotion to her. It was a charm bracelet decorated with sports equipment, and Rachel later recalled, “I was thrilled to receive it—it was just the sign of commitment and love I wanted at the time.”




  Their young romance was soon drastically complicated. Robinson moonlighted as a football player with the Honolulu Bears in the winter of 1941. The Bears’ season ended in late November, and on December 5th, Robinson set sail back to California.




  Of course, two days later, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and all thoughts of New Deal jobs took a back seat to the immediacy of Uncle Sam. Robinson quickly received his draft notice and was inducted into the US Army in April 1942.




  Not that Rachel exactly sat around waiting for his return. First, she was still busy at school, continuing another year at UCLA and then moving to UC San Francisco’s School of Nursing for her remaining education. As a student nurse, she worked full eight-hour shifts at the hospital, attended to her studies, and also worked as a riveter at Lockheed Aircraft.




  To say that the military was an endurance test for Jackie Robinson is probably an understatement. His court-martial at Fort Hood, Texas, when a bus driver told him to move to the back of the bus and Robinson refused, has become the stuff of legend. But even in the more casual day-to-day experiences of military life, Robinson was tested.




  Despite his stellar qualifications, Robinson was not admitted into Officer Candidate School until a few months after Joe Louis, the legendary boxer, happened by his base and may have put in a few well-chosen words to political figures in high places. Robinson eventually became a second lieutenant. During a period in which he was a morale officer at Fort Riley, Kansas, he asked a provost marshal, Major Hafner, about some additional seating for black soldiers at the post exchange. When he was then asked, “How would you like to have your wife sitting next to a nigger?” Robinson predictably exploded. Additional seats were obtained, and Hafner treated him much more respectfully thereafter.




  Things did not go as well on the athletic fields. Robinson wanted to play baseball at Fort Riley but was told he should play for the colored team—which did not exist. He was then tapped for a football team, but when he was conveniently placed on leave before an upcoming game against the segregated University of Missouri, Robinson made clear that he wanted no part of such a sham.




  For Jackie, the never-ending stream of segregation was intolerable and was not helped by another issue. In a manuscript for a book that was never published, Robinson later wrote, “If you ever want to find out how much you think of your girl, just get yourself drafted into service. I missed Rae desperately. The only relief I could get was through writing her letters almost every night and receiving mail from her.”




  This desire to be with Rachel motivated him enough to make Jackie take more permanent steps toward establishing their relationship. In March 1943, two months after he was sworn in as an officer, Jackie offered Rachel a tiny diamond engagement ring. But just as Jackie was reaching a point in his life when his desire to commit was driving him forward, Rachel began stirring in the opposite direction.




  She later recalled, in spite of her initial exhilaration at the engagement, “I could see marriage suffocating me, and I really was not eager to rush into it.” Not only did Jackie want the marriage, but Zellee Isum had also become one of his biggest backers. In frustration, she once consulted a psychic about Rachel, who advised, “Tell her to either marry a certain man or stop riding around in his Buick.” Jackie, of course, happened to drive such a vehicle.




  In early 1944, some persistent right ankle pain that had dated to a football injury sustained several years prior caused Robinson nagging trouble. He was eventually found to be physically disqualified for general military service but qualified for limited service. This finding—combined with the issues in his later court-martial—may have actually saved Robinson’s life, as many of the men within his battalion were killed in Europe.




  Around the same time, his issues with Rachel’s independence came to a head. Rachel’s half brother, Charles Williams, had been shot down over Europe, and was believed to have been captured. Meanwhile, she chafed at the inactivity of nursing at a civilian hospital during the chaos of the war. She wrote Jackie to advise that she had decided to join the Nurse Cadet Corps. To Robinson, this was tantamount to a betrayal. Thinking of his beloved Rachel being ogled by other servicemen drove him into a rage.




  Rachel’s actual motives were much more benign. First, there was boredom. Second, there was money—the corps stipend of $20 per month was attractive to a broke college student. And third, Rachel recalled, she loved the heavy flannel coat that she would be given to use around San Francisco, where biting winds made such a garment attractive.




  It had taken Jackie Robinson some time to realize how much he cared for Rachel Isum. But now that he knew he did, with no paternal example of his own to work from, he determined that he would tell her how things would be—she could leave the Corps or end their engagement. Robinson had much to learn. Rachel Isum was too wise, too intelligent, and too involved to allow herself to become arm candy for a great athlete. She returned his ring and bracelet by mail.




  During this breakup, Robinson was transferred to Texas, faced court-martial, and by the fall of 1944 found himself on inactive status—on November 28th, he was honorably relieved from active duty by reason of physical disqualification. Thus, he was neither dishonorably discharged nor honorably discharged; he would later receive no veteran’s benefits despite his two-and-a-half years in the army.




  When he returned to Pasadena, he made no immediate step to reconcile with Rachel, but he found himself unable to stop thinking about her. Eventually, it was Mallie Robinson who convinced him to telephone her. A handful of words down a telephone receiver later, as Robinson would recall, “I set some sort of record getting to San Francisco.” He continued, “Making up was almost as sweet as falling in love the first time.”




  Jackie offered his ring again, and Rachel accepted. She again was wary about an immediate marriage, in part because when she graduated in 1945, she was planning a trip to New York. For a woman who loved to travel, the voyage to the Big Apple seemed like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Rachel would have never expected just how much time she would spend in New York.




  For the time being, they were engaged and they were together. Robinson wrote that he had learned a lesson—“never again to allow misunderstanding to make us forget our deep, mutual love.” Unwritten, but doubtlessly true, was that he had learned a couple of other lessons—not to call Rachel’s bluff, and not to think of his fiancé as any less of a part of their relationship than himself.
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  One positive aspect of his military service was Jackie Robinson’s chance meeting with a fellow soldier named Ted Alexander near the end of his service. Robinson saw Alexander throwing a sharp curveball and stopped to ask him about it. Alexander played for the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro National League. He told Robinson that if he was interested in a career in black baseball, he should write to team owner Thomas Baird, which Robinson promptly did. After some back-and-forth, Robinson was invited to spring training in April 1945, with the promise of $400 per month if he made the Monarchs team.




  In the meanwhile, finished with the military, hoping to make a few dollars and bide the time until Rachel would finish school and their wedding could finally be scheduled, Jackie found short-term employment as athletic director and basketball coach at tiny Samuel Huston College in Texas, working for his old mentor, Reverend Karl Downs. The money was minimal, but the chance to help an old friend was too good to pass up.




  But when spring training came, life in the Negro Leagues beckoned, and that summer of 1945 does not seem to have been a particularly enjoyable one for Jackie Robinson. In later years, Robinson was quick to cite a litany of complaints with the leagues: poorly organized and run teams and leagues, harsh travel schedules, difficulty in finding decent or reliable meals or accommodation, and lengthy bus trips. He also would later recall two other issues. “I began to wonder why I should dedicate my life to a career where the boundaries for progress were set by racial discrimination,” he wrote. “Even more serious was my growing fear that I might lose Rae again. . . . She had been hoping I’d settle down in California to work out our future. The way I was traveling, we saw each other rarely. . . . [W]here could I go, what could I do to earn enough money to help my mother and to marry Rachel?”




  Money was important, and Robinson kept slogging along through the Negro Leagues. Not only by temperament, but by habit, he wasn’t always a good fit for the league. Biographer Arnold Rampersad noted, “Jack no doubt seemed priggish to some of his teammates. . . . [N]o doubt to the genuine bewilderment of some teammates, he showed little or no interest in easy sex on the road.” Another player, Sammie Haynes, recalled Robinson’s constant praise of Rachel, and one night, Haynes finally asked him, “Have you been to bed with the woman?” When Robinson admitted that he hadn’t, Haynes continued, “Man, are you going to marry somebody that you haven’t been to bed with? Are you crazy?” Haynes recalled Robinson answering, “Sammie, this is the lady for me. I don’t have to go to bed with her.”




  Rachel had graduated from nursing school in June, presented with the Florence Nightingale Award as the outstanding clinical nurse in her graduating class. She returned home and took a job in the nursery at Los Angeles General Hospital, and saved money for her October trip to New York with her friend Janice Brooks. After that, she figured she would return home and prepare to settle down in California with her soon-to-be husband, despite the many questions that still surrounded his future.
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  When Branch Rickey hosted the August 1945 meeting with Jackie Robinson that would change both of their lives and the face of baseball forever, legend has it that his first question to Robinson was, “You got a girl?” There would be few things Rickey could have asked that would prove more prescient or better demonstrate his awareness of his hoped-for path for Robinson.




  Before finalizing his conclusion that Robinson was the iconic figure needed to integrate baseball, Rickey wanted to feel him out on certain issues, but first among them apparently was his relationship status. For his part, Robinson reluctantly offered, “I don’t know.”




  “What do you mean, you don’t know?” asked Rickey. Robinson admitted the crux of his problem—that he indeed had a girl, but given the roving life of a Negro League ballplayer, he wasn’t entirely sure if she recognized just how highly he valued her. Given the time in the military and in the Negro Leagues, Rachel would once tell an interviewer, “We were engaged about five years before we were married, but if we combined all the days we were together it wouldn’t add up to two months.” Perhaps this weighed on Robinson’s mind as he hesitated in his answer to Rickey.




  “Is she a fine girl, good family background, educated girl?” asked Rickey. Robinson unhesitatingly agreed on all fronts.




  “Then you know doggone well you’ve got a girl,” concluded Rickey. “When we get through today you may want to call her up, because there are times when a man needs a woman by his side.”




  To be sure, the Great Experiment of integration was one of those times. When Robinson fulfilled Rickey’s final qualifications in his interview, he was sworn to near-complete secrecy on the project. Rickey apparently stipulated that Robinson would be signed by November 1st, and that in the interim, he did not want the plan scuttled by publicity. Robinson telephoned Rachel, but he was careful in the conversation. “[H]e would only tell me that something wonderful had happened that would affect us both,” Rachel later remembered. Truer words were never spoken.
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  Shortly thereafter, Robinson left the Monarchs before their season ended. He returned to California and confided the entire business to an excited Rachel. This set off an eventful fall of 1945. Rachel left for her New York trip in early October, and on October 23rd, the official announcement of Jackie’s signing with the Montreal Royals was released. He traveled to Venezuela on a winter barnstorming tour, but he also visited with Rachel often in New York both before and after that trip.




  With the integration of baseball finally providing some vague definition to their future, the Robinsons enjoyed the time before their wedding. One biographer notes, “Rachel began to think of them as complementing one another. Her identity was fluid; his was a rock. He was impulsive, she was organized and practical. . . . What they needed was a chance, and this was what Rickey and white baseball were offering.”




  On February 10, 1946, Jackie and Rachel Robinson were wed by Reverend Karl Downs at Independent Church in Los Angeles. The ceremony was a relatively large and glamorous one, noted by Rachel as an attempt to accommodate the wishes of her mother rather than herself or Jackie. After some hijinks from the Pepper Street Gang, who apparently borrowed Robinson’s getaway car for a few hours, the couple finally managed to get safely ensconced at a local hotel—the arrangement made more difficult because Jackie had forgotten to book a room. Rachel recalled “finally clos[ing] the door on the outer world” at the hotel as a newlywed couple with “all of my fears and doubts vanished.” She continued, “It was a precious moment filled with feelings of completeness.”




  Those few first days as a married couple were made more precious when a fortnight later, the Robinsons headed for Florida and Jackie’s first spring training. The trip through Dixieland was a nightmare—spanning two days, and subjecting the couple to several embarrassing instances of bigotry and hatred. Rachel recalled weeping quietly in the back seat of a segregated Florida bus as the couple completed their odyssey of a trip toward Daytona Beach and the Dodgers. She took solace that “we had the survivor’s most crucial traits—resilience and indestructible hope.” For his part, Jackie depended on Rachel’s solidity, and carried her courage as motivation. Years later, he wrote of those difficult days getting to spring training and noted, “I could have lost my temper and ended up clobbered unconscious in some obscure Southern jail—or worse. Maybe this would have happened if it hadn’t been for Rae. Acutely conscious of how much she was hurt by all the insults and the deprivations, I was also aware that she wanted me to keep a tight grip on myself. She wanted me to take what I had to take so I could survive to do the job ahead.”




  As the insults and deprivations continued throughout those first years in baseball, Rachel had to be a fount of that resilience and hope, and she assumed a multitude of roles in the new Robinson family. Having worked as long as she could remember, she found herself now accepting the role of housewife, although very much with its own unusual twist. As the Robinsons were bounced from multiple towns, as Jackie faced a new employer, new teammates and managers, a new position on the field, and the pressure of being baseball’s first black player in six decades, Rachel was not only the woman who charged herself with providing Jackie with a positive and supportive homelife but also his confidant and best friend.




  In the late 1950s, Rachel recalled in an interview, “We found that our marriage was cemented in the first year in a manner which made it indestructible. The first six weeks in Florida, where we spent hours and hours shut up in our tiny bedroom, reading together and talking, playing cards, and talking some more, worrying about the team and making the team, or not getting any hits.” Those first days of marriage were definitive to the Robinsons’ identity as a married couple. Rachel later wrote, “[M]y role had begun to unfold. It evolved and became more crucial over time. My most profound instinct as Jack’s wife was to protect him—an impossible task. I could, however, be a consistent presence to witness and validate the realities, love him without reservation, share his thoughts and miseries, discover with him the humor in the ridiculous behavior against us, and, most of all, help maintain our fighting spirit.” She continued, “I knew our only chance to survive was to be ourselves.”




  Rachel’s role in the marriage was consistently validated by her husband. One biographer noted, “With this closeness, Jack began to think and talk, as many observers would note over the years, not in terms of ‘I’ but most often about ‘we’—as in ‘We hit a home run that day.’ . . . [H]e found himself sharing more of his thoughts with her and starting to crave the experience. A sense of themselves as a couple, strong in unity and purpose, began to grow.”




  That sense of unity grew not only from ball game to ball game, but moreover with the spring revelation that Rachel was pregnant with their first child. She later recalled some initial disappointment, as she “had hoped for a year of travel and freedom,” but Jackie was ecstatic, and his first letter to her after she had broken the news to him by mail during a road trip is full of the kind of sentiments that an over-the-moon father-to-be would experience. For at least a moment, integrating baseball and blazing new paths on the diamond took a back seat. “We can’t miss,” wrote Jackie. He later added, “We will always court each other as long as we live.”




  Pregnancy added an extra emotional dimension to the marriage, but it also complicated Rachel’s daily life. She went on Jackie’s Montreal road trips until it was almost impossible. She recalled later, “In Montreal, Jack would leave our apartment to go on the road, and he would say, primarily because I was pregnant, ‘Now, I will not call you and ask you to join me on the road trip this time.’ But by the second or third day, he would call, and I was equally eager to go, and I would take any accommodations I could get at a moment’s notice on the train, and frequently horrify porters by climbing into upper berths—and I was huge with [the baby].”




  She also underwent pregnancy complications that left her with soaring fevers and puzzled doctors. “I never told Jack about the fever,” she admitted. “I couldn’t risk upsetting him. He would call at night from the road and I would say, ‘Everything’s just fine.’ When he got back, I would be better. I had to make the sacrifice, because I had begun to think that I was married to a man with a destiny, someone who had been chosen for a great task, and I couldn’t let him down.”




  This sense of keeping one’s troubles to herself pervaded Rachel’s early approach to marriage. She told an interviewer in 1958 that in being the wife of an athlete, “[Y]ou try to be sensitive to every mood and aspect of their mental attitude. You rarely ask them to perform any tasks or chores at home, and never during the season do you confront them with problems of household matters of yourself. . . . In fact, there were things that happened in the summer that I would take up with Jack in the winter.”




  While some of Rachel’s desire to take control of the domestic life of her young family was likely a reflection of the cultural norms of the time, some of it was also the acknowledgment of the fact that even in Robinson’s golden 1946 season in Montreal, when he led the International League in batting average, tied for the league lead in runs scored, and was one of the top base stealers for the champion Royals, the day-to-day grind of being a pioneer was a draining task.




  At one point late in the 1946 season, after suffering from difficulty sleeping and a loss of appetite, Robinson saw a doctor, who assessed him as being on the cusp of a nervous breakdown. The doctor ordered a period of rest away from baseball for 10 days, which the team lessened to 5 days. However, because of both his loyalty to the Royals and his fear that he would be accused of trying to back into the batting title, Robinson’s actual rest break ended up being much shorter. Rachel recalled, “I managed to get in one outing, a picnic, before he felt compelled to return to the fray.” Rachel indicated that the brief respite—and the knowledge that his issues were not due to some more immediately serious medical cause—were sufficient for Robinson to return to minor-league domination.




  While it would not necessarily be the pinnacle of the Robinson marriage, 1946 was a significant year. They married, Jackie broke the color line of professional baseball, and he excelled in doing so. That excellence was always accompanied by him giving primary credit to Rachel, who despite living in a foreign country where many of her neighbors spoke French instead of English, despite being a new wife and with the days of motherhood bearing down on her, forged a brave new identity as part of a spousal team that already had and would continue to change the world. It was a year that culminated in the Royals winning the Little World Series and Jackie being carried off the field in triumph—bringing about the great line by Sam Maltin of the Pittsburgh Courier, who wrote of a mob of white fans running after a black man with love instead of lynching in their hearts. A month later in Los Angeles, Jackie Robinson Jr. was born, and the family of three looked forward to yet another year to remember in 1947.
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  If 1946 had been a marital trial by fire for Rachel Robinson, 1947 was scarcely easier. Given the Dodgers’ decision to move spring training from Florida to Cuba—likely done to avoid some of the hardships of Jim Crow that Robinson had experienced—Jackie would have to depart to the most pivotal days of his young professional baseball career without Rachel. It was with a heavy heart that Jackie Robinson went to the airport to fly to Havana. In fact, it wasn’t until his first flight was canceled and he got an impromptu pep talk from Rachel once he returned home that his heart was truly invested in the venture. But Jackie went, and made his way through the confusing and sometimes difficult spring that ended with his contract being purchased by the Brooklyn Dodgers on April 10th, five days before Opening Day of the 1947 season.




  While Jackie’s appearance in the big leagues signaled a victory to his on-field crusade, it just started another round of domestic chaos. Uncertain as to the long-term situation and lacking enough money to make any long-term plans, the Robinsons found themselves living in the Hotel McAlpin in Manhattan with a five-month-old baby. Rachel later recalled living in a single hotel room with Jackie Jr., who struggled early in the season both with a cold he caught from the unseasonable Brooklyn weather in April (certainly so compared with what he had experienced in California) and with diarrhea because of a change in the water, as “an utter nightmare.”




  She further remembered, “As if all this were not enough, we were plagued almost every hour by newspapermen rapping on our door. It would have been comical if it hadn’t been such a burden on us to go through this constantly recurring ritual of pushing utensils under the bed and rushing to close the bathroom door so newspapermen would not see the diapers hanging over the shower rod.” While the situation did improve slightly when the Robinsons shared an apartment, it was still far from ideal. At least they had a kitchen—at the McAlpin, they would take turns with Jackie Jr. while the other ate at a nearby cafeteria. Still, their only leisure pastimes were recalled as taking streetcar rides and pushing the baby carriage around the neighborhood at night. So much of that famous year centered, not surprisingly, on the ballpark.




  This was something of a culture shock to Rachel, who did not grow up as a baseball fan. She later recalled learning the game initially during spring training of 1946, confessing in a 1951 magazine article, “Gradually I began to learn about the strategy which makes baseball interesting. . . . I am still not a rabid fan . . . [b]ut I don’t see how any wife of a baseball player could help being vitally interested in her husband’s team and particularly what her husband does.” So complete was this interest that Rachel did not miss a home game in Brooklyn for all of 1947—just as she had not missed one in Montreal in 1946. She took Jackie Jr. with her—even on that electric Opening Day, when she had brought him to the ballpark in apparel more suited to California sun than Brooklyn clouds. While his father broke the big-league color barrier, Jackie Jr. was warmed inside Roy Campanella’s mother-in-law’s fur coat. His bottles were heated at the nearest hot dog stand, which did become a Robinson family tradition.




  On the field, sportswriters observed the uniqueness of Jackie’s position, and the cool aloofness he initially received throughout the game. Jimmy Cannon famously dubbed him the “loneliest man I have ever seen in sports.” On the field, it may have looked that way. But off the field, Rachel did everything in her power to make sure the home front was very different. One biographer noted, “She spent most of her days housecleaning, toting the considerable amount of laundry generated by Jackie Jr., to the Laundromat, and rushing off to the ball games which she never missed.” Rachel herself later recalled, “As we traveled back to McDonough Street from the ballpark, we discussed the day’s events. We vented our anger and frustration and shared the joy and excitement of winning a game or a new supporter. By the time we got home, Jack could enter in relative peace.” Another writer comments, “[S]he tried hard to make their home a haven. . . . Once at home, however, he felt both contentment and the usual irritations, which he understood only imperfectly. . . . Around the house, he helped a little, but only a little; he had a traditional attitude to what was man’s work and woman’s work.”




  One element that undoubtedly added to Robinson’s stress was the hate mail that flooded in as he began tearing through the National League. The Dodgers quickly began sorting his mail for him, pulling all but the most serious of the death threats and hateful letters. At least twice during his playing career, the FBI received serious enough intelligence to scout on Cincinnati’s Crosley Field due to threats Robinson received before games at that stadium. On the home front, the hate mail made little impact. Rachel related, “[I]t wasn’t in a period of kidnappings or things like that so we never worried about the baby being hurt, or our being accosted too much except by some crazy or irrational person who might shoot from the stands.”




  For all of the problems and difficulties of 1947, the Robinsons kept pushing on. Their mutual sanctuary away from the crazed chaos of celebrity kept them grounded, and the almost daily hatred and animosity that they battled at least became less significant as Robinson’s consistently brilliant play marked him as a star instead of a sideshow in his rookie year in the National League. If a fringe minority was still given to hating him, many more embraced Robinson—a fact that was made crystal clear on September 23rd, when the Dodgers, after prompting by the People’s Voice newspaper, staged “Jackie Robinson Day” at Ebbets Field.




  The Robinsons were presented with many impressive gifts, including a set of cutlery, silverware, a television set, and a new Cadillac. Entertainer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson appeared at the event, dubbing Robinson “Ty Cobb in Technicolor.” That week, Robinson was awarded The Sporting News’ first annual Rookie of the Year award, and he was featured on the cover of Time magazine. Time, as well as Time, was figuratively and literally on the Robinsons’ side, and while the constant ebb and flow of domestic life could complicate their lives, the difficulty of the first two years of marriage ended in a celebratory explosion. Brooklyn had won the pennant, Jackie Robinson was a star, and he and his family were more likely to be cheered as heroes than reviled by hatemongers. During that offseason, Jackie Jr. took his first steps, and the promise of better days lay ahead.
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  As the years of baseball passed by, the Robinsons’ essential blueprint remained unchanged. Even as Jackie’s situation became more settled, the social aspects of being a baseball wife were always rendered somewhat uncomfortable for Rachel. She later recalled of the early years of the marriage, “Though we shared a few fun evenings with Joan and Gil Hodges, whom we especially liked, there was little socializing with team members except at Dodger parties. . . . We enjoyed having a small circle of friends and relished spending time alone together in our attractive home with our child, music, and books. The team’s monthly road trips were required separations to recover from and store up for.” These recollections must have been accurate, as she had written in 1951, “Jack and I really don’t need many friends. We do things together or not at all. . . . In California, where we have many old friends, we go out more. But here we have little social life.” In the same article, Rachel admitted, “[I]t is hard to get genuinely close to the other girls [Dodger wives and girlfriends], because the competition is so terrific. . . . There is very little open bickering, but a great deal of tension.”




  Accordingly, the Robinsons cultivated friendships outside of baseball. A local African-American family, the Covingtons, became good friends, as did a nearby Jewish family, the Satlows. Sarah Satlow had trained to be a nurse, and became good friends with Rachel. Satlow later recalled that even early in the relationship the two women would swap off babysitting each other’s children, although she recalled that at the time, she had three children and the Robinsons then had only one. “It was nothing to her,” noted Satlow, “she was such a kind and efficient person.”
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