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    This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, Grace Markusen (Rodriguez), who was born in Santurce, the home of Roberto Clemente’s first professional team. Although my mother held no special interest in baseball, she never discouraged me from pursuing my own passion.

    Thank you, Mom, for reminding me of my roots, while always being there to defend and support me.
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  INTRODUCTION

  Few baseball fans even knew his real name during his lifetime. It wasn’t Roberto Walker Clemente, as many believed, but Roberto Clemente Walker. As per Puerto Rican custom, Roberto had two surnames; the first one represented the father’s last name (Clemente) and the second one came from the mother’s maiden name (Walker). There were many other things that people misunderstood about this man—such as characteristics of his personality—that were far more important than the ordering of his name. When asked to compare himself with other great players, Roberto often responded: “For me, I am the best.” Most writers interpreted this as sheer braggadocio, as if Clemente were arrogantly proclaiming that he was better than Willie Mays, or Mickey Mantle, or Hank Aaron. That wasn’t what Clemente meant at all. He was trying to communicate in English a saying that originated in Spanish—a statement that had no literal translation, but reflected pride in his accomplishment and effort. “I am doing a good job and I am doing my best.” That is what Clemente was trying to say.

  His best produced the following accomplishments: 3,000 base hits, a .317 lifetime average, 240 home runs, 15 All-Star Game selections (including 14 actual All-Star appearances), 12 Gold Glove awards (all won consecutively), two world championships, a World Series MVP Award, and a National League MVP Award. Having said all of that, Roberto Clemente was not the greatest player in the history of the game. He was probably not even the greatest player of his era, what with fellow legends like Aaron and Mays patrolling rival outfields. Yet, there has been no player in my lifetime who has played the game with more dynamism or passion. There has been no player who exhibited more selfless concern for others—to the point of heroism—away from the field of play. If for no other reasons than those two, Clemente deserves to be remembered. In fact, we need to remember him—at a time when the actions of modern day athletes have often disappointed us.

  When I received an offer to write a book about Roberto Clemente, I had realized a lifetime dream. After all, Clemente was my favorite player; he still is. He was a full Puerto Rican; I am half-Puerto Rican, on my mother’s side. Roberto Clemente is one of many reasons why I am proud to inform people of my heritage.

  In accepting the offer to write about Clemente, I also understood the challenge at hand. Since so many books have been written about “The Great One,” how would I make mine different?

  My goal was to write the most accurate and comprehensive book that has ever been done about Clemente. The readers will have to decide whether I have achieved that aim. I also wanted to write a book that measured Clemente’s legacy and impact in the years that have passed since he played his last game. Most of the Clemente books were written in the immediate aftermath of his death. This book was written in 1998—twenty-five years after his election and induction to the National Baseball Hall of Fame. The natural lapse of time has provided an invaluable sense of historical perspective, one that could not have been achieved in the early to mid 1970s. Furthermore, in the 25 years that have come and gone since Clemente’s enshrinement, his stature in American society has not decreased—it has only grown. Simply put, Clemente’s legacy is more powerful than it has ever been. This book attempts to capture that legacy with the written word.


  INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW EDITION

  Fifteen years have passed since I wrote Roberto Clemente: The Great One. That’s a considerable span of time, but thankfully, very little has changed with regard to Clemente’s status, both as a sports figure and as a cultural icon. He is still remembered vividly and fondly, in Pittsburgh, Puerto Rico, and in Cooperstown, where I have resided since 1996. Schools, roads, and bridges continue to be named after him. In 2006, the Roberto Clemente Museum opened in Lawrenceville, a section of Pittsburgh. His name continues to be invoked by current Latino ballplayers. Although two full generations have passed since Clemente’s death, his name still resonates today as one of the game’s most brilliantly dynamic players and one of its most giving humanitarians.

  That is not to say that all is right with baseball in Clemente’s native Puerto Rico. In the winter of 2007-2008, the Puerto Rican Winter League canceled its season, citing financial reasons, including a lack of fan interest. The league revived the following winter, but attendance and the quality of talent remain major concerns. Additionally, the Roberto Clemente Sports City has been abandoned, the result of an unending series of financial difficulties. Maintenance of the fields, which were located on wetlands, created major problems for the Clemente family. There is hope to eventually rebuild and renovate the complex, but doubts remain.

  Yet, the difficulties of the Sports City and the winter league have little to do with Clemente and far more to do with economic realities and a continuing recession. Additionally, there is the rule that makes Puerto Rican athletes subject to the Major League Baseball draft rather than being free to shop their wares as free agents. It would be difficult for the name recognition of any one man, even someone like a Clemente, to overcome such real-life difficulties faced by the culture of baseball on the island.

  Why has Clemente’s name remained pertinent, even as baseball loses some of its popularity in Puerto Rico? Several developments over the past 15 years have kept Clemente’s name in the news. The first occurred in 1999, when Major League Baseball announced the results of its “All-Century Team” voting. Ten outfielders were included on the mythical team; the illustrious group featured top vote getters Babe Ruth, Hank Aaron, and Ted Williams, followed by Willie Mays, Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle, and then Ty Cobb, Ken Griffey Jr., Pete Rose and Stan Musial. Clemente did not make the list, an exclusion that drew loud complaints from the Clemente family specifically and the Latino baseball community in general. Both groups called for MLB to add Clemente to the All-Century team.

  Did Clemente receive short shrift? It’s a point worth exploring. First off, it should be noted that the vote was open to millions of fans; whenever a voting body is so large, there are bound to be discrepancies and inadequacies in the final results. (Among the outfielders, nine were voted in by the fans, while Musial was added by a special panel.) Second, there is no position deeper in all-time great talent than the outfield. Ruth, Aaron, Williams, Mays, DiMaggio, Mantle, and Cobb are absolute immortals of the game. All seven need to be included. That leaves only three available slots. Musial, a phenomenally pure hitter and a remarkably consistent player, resides on only a slightly lower rung than the seven mentioned above and needs to be ranked among the top ten; that’s what motivated MLB to convene a special panel, which elected him. So that leaves two slots.

  One could make an argument that Clemente deserves placement here, ranking higher than either Rose or Griffey. Putting aside the controversy of Rose’s permanent ban from baseball, he simply does not deserve to be ranked higher than Clemente among outfielders. Rose spent much of his career at other positions, like third base and second base, and lacked the power or defensive ability of Clemente. In regards to Griffey, he was offensively superior to Clemente, but fell off badly over the second half of his career, while Clemente remained an impact player through his final Major League season at the age of 38.

  Yet, there is a problem here. Other great players were also overlooked in the voting. For example, Frank Robinson deserves to be on this mythical team, ahead of even Clemente. Robinson was a better hitter, had more power than Clemente, and enjoyed just as much longevity. One could argue that the special panel should have added Robinson, along with Musial. Another great, Al Kaline, also deserves consideration. Kaline was remarkably similar to Clemente; they were both great outfielders with strong arms and similar levels of power. One could practically flip a coin in trying to determine whether Clemente or Kaline was the better player.

  If I had voted, I would have dropped both Griffey and Rose, added Robinson to the team, and picked Clemente by a hair over Kaline, with the tiebreaker being Clemente’s wondrous World Series record. But I could just as easily envision an argument for Kaline; he and Clemente were simply that close in talent and overall value. So while the exclusion of Clemente merits discussion, it is not a complete travesty, nor a major infraction of justice. When talking about the all-time great outfielders, and limiting the number to only ten, it is inevitable that some superstars, like a Clemente, will be left out. And there is no shame in that, especially when Clemente’s name continues to be drawn into the discussion.

  One year after the All-Century decision, Clemente’s widow, Vera, and her middle son, Luis, visited Cooperstown. During a tour of the Hall of Fame and the museum, Mrs. Clemente eyed her husband’s plaque in the hallowed plaque gallery. She noticed that the plaque listed him as “Roberto Walker Clemente.” For many years, it had been assumed that “Walker” was his middle name, when in fact it was his second last name, to be placed after “Clemente.” As part of Latino culture, Puerto Ricans have two last names: the father’s last name, followed by the mother’s maiden name.

  After noticing the error on the plaque, Vera asked the Hall of Fame to correct the wording. Faced with such a request, Hall of Fame President Dale Petroskey agreed to do the only thing that was reasonable and right—and that was to spend the money to change the plaque.

  Re-cast by a foundry in Pittsburgh (which happens to be the location where all Hall of Fame plaques are made), the revised plaque corrected the ordering of Clemente’s name, so that it would properly read “Roberto Clemente Walker.” The Hall of Fame also announced plans to have the newly revised plaque tour both the mainland and the island of Puerto Rico. After being exhibited at the Heinz Museum in Pittsburgh, the plaque traveled to San Juan, where it was displayed at the Roberto Clemente Walker Grand Gala on November 14, 2000. Hall of Famer Joe Morgan, who played against Clemente as a member of the Houston Colt .45s/Astros and the Cincinnati Reds from 1964 to 1972, served as the master of ceremonies at the Wyndham El San Juan Hotel.

  After its tour of the island, including a stop at the Roberto Clemente Sports City, the plaque arrived in Cooperstown, where it continues to be featured in its permanent resting place in the plaque gallery. As Hall of Fame visitors enter the gallery from the lobby, they can view the revised Clemente plaque in the first alcove on the left. It is a necessary stop for any fan of Clemente or the Pirates. Better yet, it is a needed stop for all who consider themselves fans of our great game.

  The Hall of Fame decided to retain possession of the original plaque; it remains in Cooperstown, where it is used by the Hall’s education department to instruct youngsters about the cultural differences between the mainland and parts of Latin America, where the mother’s maiden name is given such prominence. Young students are taught that Puerto Rican culture emphasizes so strongly the importance of the mother that her name must be added to the traditional surname.

  While there was no controversy attached to the decision to re-do Clemente’s plaque, a development in 2006 did stir debate. In response to a call to retire Clemente’s No. 21 for all 30 Major League teams, Sharon Robinson, the daughter of Hall of Famer Jackie Robinson, publicly announced that she did not want to see Major League Baseball retire Clemente’s number for all teams, as was done for her father. “To my understanding, the purpose of retiring my father’s number is that what he did changed all of baseball, not only for African-Americans but also for Latinos, so I think that purpose has been met,” Sharon Robinson told the Associated Press. “When you start retiring numbers across the board, for all different groups, you’re kind of diluting the original purpose.”

  Members of the Clemente family, including his two oldest sons, saw it differently. While respecting the views of Sharon Robinson, they felt that their father’s number should be retired universally as a tribute to the way he fought for the rights of Latino players during a humanitarian life that was cut short by tragedy. Roberto Clemente, Jr. argued that his father was the first Latino ballplayer to become an activist against bigotry and racism. The controversy over the number did not last long or devolve into ugliness, but it was the kind of issue that had the potential to create resentment between African-American and Latino ballplayers.

  Other than the Clemente family and his personal friends, I’m as big a fan of Clemente as anybody; in addition to this book, I’ve written numerous articles about Clemente, who was quite simply my favorite player growing up. Yet, I don’t think that Clemente’s number should be retired for all teams, as it is currently for the Pirates. There is a fundamental difference in the cases between Clemente and Robinson. Clemente was not the first Latino to play in the Major Leagues—or even the first black Latino—while Robinson was the first African-American to cross the color barrier in the 20th century. Robinson’s status as a pioneer was clearly one of the main reasons why baseball chose to retire his uniform universally in 1997.

  I think this kind of thing—this retiring of uniform numbers for every team—can easily be overdone, and I believe that would be the case with Clemente. As much as Clemente means to Latino players of many generations, his social impact on the game was not the same as Jackie Robinson, whose accomplishments helped spur the civil rights movement in the 1950s. No one in baseball has had that kind of effect, either before or since. That’s not an insult to Clemente; it’s simply a tribute to the impact that Robinson had from the 1940s until his premature death in 1972.

  There may be another reason not to retire Clemente’s number in the way that it has been done for Robinson. A number of recent Latino players, such as Sammy Sosa, have worn Clemente’s number as a sign of respect. Even though many of these younger Latinos never saw Clemente play, they continue to show high regard for his accomplishments. Wearing the same number is a fitting honor; I like the gesture, which would be lost if Clemente’s number were permanently retired.

  Like Robinson, Clemente has already been honored in a number of ways. The Pirates have long since retired his No. 21 and also feature a well-designed bronze statue of “The Great One” outside of PNC Park in Pittsburgh. Major League Baseball annually bestows a humanitarian award in Clemente’s honor. In addition, countless schools and parks across the states—and in Puerto Rico—have been named after Roberto. In my mind, those honors are sufficient to pay homage to one of the game’s greatest players and most admirable humanitarians.

  While the idea of universally retiring a uniform number seems excessive to me, the Hall of Fame found a reasonable and appropriate way to honor Clemente in 2008. In late November, the Hall held a day-long celebration of “Character and Courage,” culminating with the unveiling of three bronze statues depicting Lou Gehrig, Jackie Robinson, and Clemente—arguably the three greatest heroes the sport has ever produced. Rachel Robinson and Vera Clemente both attended the ceremony, lending touches of grace and class to the celebration at the Cooperstown museum.

  The statues, all excellent likenesses of the three deceased legends, continue to be housed as part of a permanent Character and Courage display in the main lobby of the museum. For those who visit the Hall of Fame, the statues of Clemente, Gehrig, and Robinson are the first treasures they will see upon entering the building.

  Anyone who visits Cooperstown can enjoy those treasures. Regardless of location, visitors can also enjoy various other Clemente treasures. Over the years, I have collected a number of pieces of memorabilia connected to Clemente. None are more prized than the Topps baseball cards that I have, particularly the ones from later in his career, from the time frame that I best remember Clemente. Of those cards, one of my most cherished is his 1972 Topps card.

  At the time that Topps released the first series of its 1972 set, there was no one—to borrow a term from the early 1970s—who was cooler than Clemente. First off, he was coming off those superhuman efforts in the 1971 World Series, when he and Steve Blass carried the Pirates to one of the largest upsets in October history. Second, Clemente had a distinctive air about him: lean and muscular, handsome and popular, steely and determined.

  Clemente’s 1972 card reflects his hip attitude. Looking relaxed before a 1971 road game that appears to have taken place at Shea Stadium in New York, Clemente is seen casually flipping a baseball into midair. The ball has been photographed at its apex, as it is superimposed against the gray color of the Pirates’ uniforms, just above the name “Pirates.” I can only assume that Clemente, in fulfilling his self assurance—his coolness—catches the ball as it drops toward his palm.

  I’ve always been curious as to whether the Topps photographer actually asked Clemente to flip the ball in the air. Given his often bitter relationships with American sportswriters and broadcasters, I have a hard time imagining Clemente fulfilling such a request. Perhaps he just decided to do something offbeat for the photographer. Or maybe this was a candid shot, with Clemente completely unaware that the Topps cameraman was snapping a picture of him at that moment. After all, Clemente is not looking at the camera, but is intently staring down, presumably at the ball. The last thing that Clemente, ever the perfectionist, would have wanted to do was to drop a ball on the field in the presence of other players and fans. That simply would not have been cool.

  It is hard to believe that more than 40 years have passed since this memorable card came out; its publication coincided with the final year of Clemente’s life. His death on New Year’s Eve 1972 forever changed baseball in Pittsburgh, in Puerto Rico, throughout Latin America, and everywhere else his name is known. When Clemente left us, so seemingly did a significant portion of baseball’s coolness.

  Fortunately, that coolness has managed to remain with us in different and less tangible ways. It seeps into our lives through grainy film highlights, through the dedicated work of the Clemente family, and through memory. Roberto Clemente, even decades after his death, still finds a way to have a tangible bearing and a profound influence on American and Latino culture.

  Author’s note: Though the original text that follows this introduction has been preserved, I would like to reflect the following update, as referenced on pages 27-28: Additional research has shown that while Clemente did play sporadically for Montreal, he did not sit out the final 25 games of the 1954 season.


  1

  Beginnings to Brooklyn

  At about three o’clock in the afternoon on August 18, 1934, the life of a Hall of Famer and a humanitarian began. A boy named Roberto was born to Luisa Walker Clemente and Melchor Clemente in a large wooden house located in the San Anton barrio of Carolina, Puerto Rico. Dark-skinned like the others in his family, Roberto was the last of eight children, five of whom had been born to Luisa and Melchor. The succession of children included three brothers—Matino, Andres and Osvaldo—and a sister—Ana Iris, who died a horrifying death at the age of five after her dress accidentally caught fire.

  Luisa had also raised three children by a previous marriage: two sons, Luis and Oquendo, and a daughter, Rosa Maria. Luisa’s first husband had died, leaving her a widow before she eventually met and married Melchor. Unfortunately, tragedy would become a recurring theme in the Clemente family.

  Roberto’s mother was a dignified woman, yet warm and friendly in demeanor, someone who brought a cheerful quality to the Clemente household. Luisa attended church regularly, bringing Roberto with her to Baptist services in Carolina. Although her youngest son would eventually marry in the Catholic church, the Baptist upbringing would help lay the groundwork for Roberto’s strong set of values.

  Luisa worked hard as a laundress and in a variety of jobs assisting the workers at a local sugar cane plantation called the Victoria Sugar Mill. “My mother have to really work,” Clemente said in a 1972 interview with Sam Nover of WIIC-TV “My mother used to get up at one o’ clock in the morning. She had to work and make lunches for these people that used to work in the sugar cane plantation where my father worked. Now, my mother never went to a show. My mother, she didn’t [even] know how to dance.”

  At the time of Roberto’s birth, Melchor was already 54 years old. As a serious man who carried a strong work ethic, Melchor preached discipline and loyalty in a strict Clemente household. Melchor worked as a foreman for the plantation, which was located in Carolina, a land of sugar cane fields and dairies. For his labor, Melchor earned about 45 cents a day. Although the salary sounds meager, it was not considered a poor salary; given the economic standards of the 1930s and forties in Puerto Rico, the average income might have been 30 cents a day.

  Still, Melchor was not bringing in a large sum, especially with so many mouths to feed and bodies to clothe in his massive household. As a result, the Clementes had little extra income at their disposal, usually enough to pay for the basic essentials, but nothing more. To supplement his income, Melchor rented his truck to a local construction company, helping them with the deliveries of gravel and sand to various building sites.

  Luis Mayoral, a friend of Clemente and a baseball career man for 30 years, assesses the Clemente family’s economic status in the forties and fifties. “I would say that they could have been a little bit below middle-income then,” Mayoral says. “They weren’t poor poor because one thing [Roberto] was proud of, and he said it all the time, ‘I always wore clothing and I always had food at the table at home.’ They made ends meet. But then, a family with that income could never have compared with the [incomes of the] overall population in the states for obvious reasons.”

  During his career as a sportswriter, broadcaster, and public relations official, Mayoral met both Mr. and Mrs. Clemente. Although the large differences in age between he and the Clemente parents posed a natural roadblock in getting to know them well, Mayoral did observe their close relationships with Roberto. “They were individuals that Roberto loved and admired not only because they were his parents, but for the fact that they had to struggle so much in life. Working in the cane fields like Melchor did was not easy. [Nor was] being a housewife like Dona Luisa was for so many years when there were so many hardships on the island.

  “Plus the fact that they were black. You know, there is racism in Puerto Rico, too. Racism in Puerto Rico is worse than here because it’s hypocritical, it’s hidden. Here [in the United States] it’s open.”

  Clemente’s sense of humor and appreciation of life were also aided by his parents, who created a loving atmosphere in the home. Although the Clementes lived a hard life in Carolina, Luisa and Melchor made it enjoyable. At night, the Clementes often spent time telling jokes and laughing among themselves. “I owe so much to my parents,” Clemente once said. “They did so much for me. I never heard my father or mother raise their voices in our home. I never heard hate in my house.”

  Roberto greatly respected his mother and father, to whom he felt a binding loyalty. Unlike other young children who don’t appreciate their parents until adulthood, Roberto understood fully the ways that they cared for him and his brothers and sisters. For example, when World War II affected the already unfavorable Puerto Rican economy, the Clemente parents made sure that their children came first. “During the war, food was hard to get,” Clemente once said, “but my parents always fed us first before they ate.”

  Luisa hoped that Roberto would pursue a full education and a career in engineering, rather than in sports. “We wanted him to be an engineer,” his mother explained in a 1960 interview with Emilio Carmona of the San Juan Star, “because in that way he could help society. But God wished it differently.” In watching him during his youngest days as a child, Luisa realized that Roberto wanted to become a professional baseball player.

  Her son’s love of baseball and softball was evident by the time he turned five. “I started playing baseball in the neighborhood before I was old enough to go to school,” Clemente told Dan Donovan of the Pittsburgh Press in a 1972 interview. “We would play all day and I wouldn’t care if we missed lunch. We played until it got so dark that we couldn’t see.” As Clemente looked back on his childhood, he realized that his destiny was to become a ballplayer. “The more I think about it” Roberto told Sam Nover in 1972, “I convinced that God wanted me to play baseball.”

  “Roberto was born to play baseball,” Luisa said, recognizing what Roberto would come to know. “I can remember when he was five years old. He used to buy rubber balls every time he had a chance.” Roberto constantly carried rubber balls in his hands; he squeezed them tightly, strengthening his hands and fingers. Roberto loved to bounce balls off the ceilings and walls of the family’s large, five-bedroom home. “When I was a little kid,” Clemente remembered, “the only thing I used to do was play ball all the time. With a paper ball, with a rubber ball, with a tennis ball; we used to make our own balls, and stuff like that.”

  In the absence of his favored rubber balls, Roberto occasionally substituted the tennis balls, which didn’t bounce quite as high and lost some of their bounce when they got wet. When he ran out of money to buy new rubber balls, Roberto adopted an innovative approach. He took old magazines and newspapers, and crunched them into the shape of a ball. Sometimes he took old pairs of stockings and wrapped them tightly to form another kind of ball. Either way, the makeshift ball would serve as a crude and temporary replacement, until enough money could be secured to purchase one of the high-grade rubber balls.

  The necessity to buy rubber balls, among other boyhood desires, forced Roberto to adopt an early work ethic. One day, the youthful Clemente eyed a bicycle, one that he felt he had to have. He told his father about it; predictably, Melchor told him he would have to work to achieve his goal. The opportunity would soon come. A neighbor promised to give Roberto one cent a day for carrying a large milk can one-half mile from the country store to the man’s home. Although he was skinny and hardly looked capable of lifting heavy items, Roberto accepted the offer. Three years later, Roberto had finally accumulated enough money to purchase the second-hand bicycle.

  Roberto also worked at other jobs, especially those that helped his father in particular. He frequently assisted Melchor in loading construction trucks with shovels. The work was not easy, but Roberto approached it with enthusiastic and dedicated respect to his father. In later years, Clemente remembered the ways that his father repeatedly instilled his work ethic in his children, especially himself. “My father used to say, ‘I want you to be a good man; I want you to learn how to work. And I want you to be a serious person.’ I grew up with that in my mind.”

  Melchor saw to it that his youngest son worked and learned the value of loyal and consistent labor, but he also made sure that he attended school. Roberto was not an exceptional student, but he was above average. The teachers found his deportment exemplary; he was very quiet and well-behaved, and respected his teachers in much the same way that he did his parents.

  When Roberto wasn’t attending class, or helping his father, or working for his second-hand bicycle, he was consumed by his greatest interest—baseball. On weekends, he frequently made his way to the ballparks in Puerto Rico, where he watched the Negro League teams that toured the island during the winter months. “It was hard to go to the ball game and watch the game because we didn’t have the money,” Clemente told WIIC-TV in 1972. “It was Saturday that my father gave me 25 cents. That’s exactly what it cost me to go from my house to the ballpark; 10 cents for the bus and 15 for the ballpark.”

  Clemente quickly adopted a favorite player, a powerful Negro League outfielder who played for the San Juan Senators during the Puerto Rican Winter League season. “The first hero that I have, I would say was Monte Irvin, when I was a kid,” recalled Clemente. “And I used to watch Monte Irvin play when I was a kid. I idolized him. I used to wait in front of the ballpark just for him to pass by so I could see him.”

  Roberto worshipped Irvin, a black player from Columbus, Alabama, whose batting style and powerful throwing arm excited the young Carolinian. At first, Roberto felt so nervous and awkward around Irvin that he hesitated to even look him in the eye, much less attempt to talk to him. After several visits to the ballpark, Clemente eventually garnered enough nerve to ask Irvin for an autograph. Though separated by age and culture, the two baseball aficionados soon developed a special relationship. Clemente would carry Irvin’s glove for him; Monte would reward Roberto by giving him baseballs that he could keep for his own collection. When Roberto couldn’t make it to one of Monte’s games, he would listen intently to the play-by-play description of Irvin’s team on local radio.

  Luisa still harbored an outside hope that her son might opt for a career in engineering. More and more, though, she realized that Roberto had found his calling. At times, Roberto’s obsession with the game concerned his mother. “There were times he was so much in love with baseball that he didn’t even care for food,” Luisa explained to the San Juan Star. On one occasion, Luisa became so exasperated with Roberto’s fixation on baseball that she tried to burn his bat! Luckily, the bat survived, as did Roberto’s love for the sport.

  At the age of eight, the youngest of the Clemente sons joined his first neighborhood softball team. Roberto’s first set of baseball equipment represented ingenuity and improvisation at its finest. His first bat was constructed from a large tree branch; his first glove was fashioned from an old coffee bean sack. He owned no special set of baseball shoes, no sophisticated baseball uniform.

  By 14, Roberto had joined his first full-fledged league—a group of “slow-pitch” softball teams, where pitchers tossed the ball slowly on a high arc toward batters. A part-time high school teacher named Roberto Marin had recruited Clemente after watching him play a pick-up game in his neighborhood. “I met Roberto Marin, I knew him fairly well,” says Luis Mayoral. “Roberto Marin was a salesman; he sold rice for the Sello Rojo company. And as a salesman for Sello Rojo rice, he would travel to different parts of the island. In 1948, Roberto was driving around barrio San Anton, and he told me many times that he saw a group of kids playing baseball, with guava tree limbs as bats. Guava tree limbs are very hard; that’s what they used to play with. Also, with broomsticks. And they used, let’s say cans, like for spaghetti or other foods, as baseballs—the kids would crush them, and that would be the ball. One day driving around San Anton, he stopped to take a look at the kids. He saw this one kid in particular, who turned out to be Roberto, and just by watching him for a few minutes, he saw the athletic abilities that Roberto had. And that led Roberto Marin to contact Roberto and ask him to play softball on the team sponsored by Sello Rojo Rice.”

  Clemente eagerly joined the team, which was organized and managed by Marin and sponsored by the local rice factory. As one of the benefits in playing in an organized league, Marin supplied Roberto with his first playing uniform. It was the start of a special relationship between the two, with Marin providing an early jumpstart to Clemente’s aspiring career. “I think that more than [being] instrumental,” Mayoral says of Marin’s role in Clemente’s development, “Roberto Marin and Roberto Clemente became compadres. Roberto Clemente’s first son was baptized by Roberto Marin and that makes them compadres, in Spanish. And when you select someone to be your compadre, to be the godfather of one of your sons, well you know there is something to that relationship.

  “I think that overall that along the road of Roberto’s baseball career, he appreciated Roberto Marin’s friendship, plus the fact that he was the one who really gave him the opportunity to leave his surroundings in barrio San Anton and start playing softball, and hence, going into playing baseball as an amateur, and baseball as a professional player.”

  Marin’s team needed help on the infield. He inserted Clemente at shortstop, where Roberto made a number of fine plays and dazzled spectators with his long, powerful throws to first base. Clemente played so well in his first season for Marin that he earned selection to a special “Future Stars” competition, the equivalent of Little League or Babe Ruth League play in the United States. That local coaches and managers considered him talented enough to make the “Future Stars” level was impressive enough. It became even more noteworthy when one looked at Roberto’s birth certificate. Roberto was still only 14; most of the other boys selected for the competition were already 16 years old. Somehow, Roberto had closed the enormous two-year gap, at an age when even a one-year difference could give an older boy a huge advantage.

  Some days Roberto played endlessly. “I loved the game so much,” Clemente wrote in a personal album that he kept, “that even though our playing field was muddy and we had many trees on it, I used to play many hours every day.” Clemente once played a marathon game that started in the morning and lasted until the evening. Although the game dragged ridiculously long, it provided him the chance to showcase his batting skills at a ball field known for its shallow dimensions. “The fences were about 150 feet away from home plate and I used to hit many homers. One day I hit 10 home runs in a game we started about 11 a.m. and finished about 6:30 p.m.”

  After two seasons, Roberto Marin decided to switch his softball team to a “fast-pitch” league, where pitchers wound up and windmilled balls toward home plate with ferocious underhand motions. As the eighth-place hitter, Roberto struggled to hit the rapid offerings of the fast-pitch league, where many games were played under poor lighting, but continued to play well in the field. Still, Marin felt Roberto was playing out of position. He considered the 16-year-old Clemente too slow to play the infield, especially shortstop. Marin decided that Roberto’s future would rest in the outfield, where that unusually strong throwing arm would truly prosper.

  During one of his softball tournaments, Clemente’s play caught the eye of some scouts from another local league. This wasn’t a softball league, but a baseball league: the prestigious Double-A amateur league, considered by some scouts the equivalent of play in the lower minor leagues. Shortly after the tournament, Clemente joined a team owned by Ferdinand Juncos, one of the best teams in the Double-A League.

  As a student-athlete at Vizcarrondo High School, Clemente excelled in sports other than softball and baseball. He performed marvelously in track and field, in particular three events: the javelin, the high jump, and the 400 meters. With Roberto especially adept in the javelin—sometimes throwing it as far as 190 feet—speculation arose that he might be picked to represent Puerto Rico in the 1952 Olympic Games in Helsinki. Baseball now had some competition among the sporting options for the multi-talented Clemente.

  Clemente’s expertise in throwing the javelin aided him in playing baseball. He may not have known it at the time, but the footwork, release, and general dynamics employed in throwing the javelin coincided with the skills needed to throw a baseball properly. The more that Clemente threw the javelin, the better and stronger his throwing from the outfield became.

  After his junior year in high school, Roberto made an important decision regarding his sporting future; he elected to pursue a career in professional baseball. He would forego the Olympics, instead focusing his efforts toward the refinement of his ballplaying skills. Clemente’s hitting soon improved with Juncos, as he made better contact and began to pull the ball more frequently. Believing strongly that Clemente could play ball professionally, Roberto Marin took his teenage protege to Pedro “Pedrin” Zorrilla, a wealthy man who owned one of the teams in the Puerto Rican Winter League. Heavy set in appearance and humble by nature, Zorrilla would come to be known as “Mr. Baseball” in Puerto Rico. “Pedrin Zorrilla was a great human being, to begin with,” says Luis Mayoral. “He grew up in a well-to-do family, financially speaking. But Pedrin Zorrilla had a touch of Gandhi in him, where, even though he was in a position of certain advantages in Puerto Rican society, he cared for the people who were less fortunate. Prior to the Clemente days, he had been like a big father to most of the African-American players who had played winter ball in Puerto Rico, since the 1938-39 season in winter baseball. That was the official first season of professional baseball in Puerto Rico. And I’m talking he was like a father to guys like Willard Brown, Lucious Easter, you name it, all those black players.”

  Zorrilla would also help major league teams discover Puerto Rican stars like Orlando Cepeda, Ruben Gomez and Juan Pizarro. He would continue to uncover Puerto Rican baseball talent until the last days of his life. In 1981, the 75-year-old Zorrilla passed away while serving the Chicago Cubs as their chief scout in the Caribbean.

  “Zorrilla was the father to so many players,” says Mayoral. “Puerto Ricans and African Americans. He, in fact, was a turning point and an inspirational point, a mentor, in the life of Roberto Clemente.” In the early 1950s, Zorrilla would fulfill a critical role in the major leagues’ discovery of Clemente.

  The founder of the Santurce Cangrejeros (which means Crabbers) in 1939, Zorrilla continued to operate the franchise in 1952. He had also managed to establish good working relationships with a number of major league teams, including the Brooklyn Dodgers of the National League. One day, 72 players gathered at Santurce’s Sixto Escobar Stadium for a tryout camp that was sponsored by both the Dodgers and Zorrilla’s Santurce Crabbers. Alex “Al” Campanis, the Dodgers’ chief scout in the Caribbean, didn’t expect much; most tryout camps produced a collection of hungry, but untalented athletes who had no business playing professional baseball at any level.

  The group of young hopefuls included the 17-year-old Clemente, who showed up wearing a plain T-shirt, wrinkled baseball pants and an awkward-looking duck-billed cap. Campanis watched all 72 players as they participated in the first phase of the workout. “The first thing we do at the tryout is ask the kids to throw from the outfield,” Campanis told Dick Young of the New York Daily News in 1971. “This one [kid] throws a bullet from center on the fly. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”

  Campanis asked the youngster to make another throw, estimated at nearly 400 feet. “‘Uno mas [one more],’ I shout,” said Campanis. “And he does it again. I waved my hand, that’s enough.” It was Clemente who made the throw. By far, Clemente’s arm would prove the most accurate and powerful of the group, as evidenced by the pair of eye-opening strikes he had hurled toward the infield.

  During the workout, Clemente informed Campanis that he had played several positions in Puerto Rico: the outfield, shortstop, and even catcher. Clemente remembered Campanis’ subsequent words of advice. “When I was through, Campanis said, ‘Forget any of those other positions, kid. You’re an outfielder.’” Campanis had recognized what many scouts would come to call the greatest throwing arm they had ever seen exhibited by a baseball player.

  The second stage of the tryout involved the 60-yard dash, the equivalent of running the lengths of two bases, but without the turn in between. Up stepped Clemente, as Campanis prepared his stopwatch. “The first time I clock him in 6.4, I couldn’t believe it,” Campanis told Dick Young. “That’s in full uniform.”

  Clemente had run the dash in 6.4 seconds, at a time when the world record was only 6.1.

  “Uno mas,” said Campanis, repeating his refrain from the throwing exhibition. Clemente ran 60 yards once again. The time? Six point four seconds. There was nothing wrong with Campanis’ watch.

  Campanis sent the other 71 players home; none of them had impressed the Dodgers’ scout. Clemente, however, was a different story, a remarkable athlete. Thoroughly convinced of Roberto’s speed and throwing ability, Campanis now wanted to know if he could swing the bat. “The only one I asked to hit was this boy,” said Campanis, “who told me his name was Roberto Clemente.”

  As a veteran Dodger scout, Campanis had seen many superior athletes who could field and run, but lacked the bat speed and fundamental techniques required of good hitters. Campanis wondered whether Clemente fell into this category, one that had so often frustrated major league scouts. “I’m saying to myself, ‘We gotta sign this son-of-a-buck if he can just hold the bat in his hands.’”

  Campanis asked Clemente to take batting practice against an accomplished minor league pitcher named Jose “Pantalones” Santiago, a legendary hurler in Puerto Rican Winter League play. Clemente ripped several line drives, some to center field, many to right, and a few to left field. Noticing that Clemente liked to stand far away from home plate, Campanis doubted that the youngster could reach pitches on the outer half of the strike zone. Campanis instructed Santiago to throw the next series of pitches, preferably curve balls, toward the outside corner. Santiago obliged; Clemente responded by ringing another set of line drives. “The kid swings with both feet off the ground and hits line drives to right and sharp ground balls up the middle,” marveled Campanis. Clemente also showed power during the batting exhibition. By Clemente’s own estimate, he hit 10 balls over the fence.

  The 20-25 minute batting display convinced Campanis that he had found a prospect. In fact, Campanis realized he had discovered much more than that. “He was the greatest natural athlete I have ever seen as a free agent,” Campanis told Dick Young in 1971. By this time, Campanis had seen thousands of free agents during his long tenure as a scout and executive with the Dodgers.

  Unfortunately, Campanis could not sign Clemente—at least not yet. Since Roberto, who was still in high school, was only 17 and considered underaged, no major league team could legally offer him a contract. Any offers would have to wait until Roberto’s 18th birthday. In the meantime, Roberto continued to play his second season for Juncos.

  Shortly after the workout for Campanis, Roberto Marin invited Pedrin Zorrilla to watch Juncos play one of its league games in person. Playing against a team in Manati—near Zorrilla’s upper class home, Clemente impressed the Santurce owner by cracking a double and making two fine catches in the outfield. After watching Clemente excel for Juncos, Zorrilla told Marin that he was interested in signing the young outfielder to play for his Santurce team in the Puerto Rican Winter League. Zorrilla could offer a bonus of $400 and a weekly salary of $40 to $45 during a 72-game season that lasted about 10 weeks. Marin took the offer to Clemente, who was excited by the news but knew that he needed to have his father’s approval.

  When Melchor learned of the offer, he immediately went to a neighbor’s house, asking him for his opinion. Believing that Zorrilla had made what amounted to only an initial offer, the neighbor advised Roberto’s father to ask for more money. Melchor agreed and instructed Marin to make Zorrilla a counter-offer, but the Crabbers’ owner refused to raise the ceiling. Not wanting to lose out on the opportunity, the young Roberto told Marin that he wanted to sign the contract as it was. Melchor finally approved. On October 9, 1952, with a friend standing by as a witness, Melchor signed his underage son’s first professional contract.

  The owners of each winter league team were limited in the number of American players they could sign, but could have as many Latinos on the roster as they wanted. Partly due to the restrictions on signing American players, many of which also played in the major leagues, there existed an imbalance in each team’s salary structure. The American players tended to receive the highest salaries, while the Latinos rounded out the bottom of the payroll. The highest-paid American major leaguers received as much as $1,000 a month, in addition to housing expenses. The lowest paid players in the winter league earned anywhere from $400 to $500, with no additional money to pay for renting apartments or houses.

  As a young Latino with little leverage, Clemente settled for the low end of the pay scale. He received a contract that would pay him $40 a week, plus a signing bonus of $400. Zorrilla also threw in a new glove, replacing the ragged model that Roberto had been using. Most of the veteran players on the Crabbers earned considerably more money; yet, Clemente’s salary figures were respectable numbers for a teenager who had never played professional ball, or proven himself against major league competition.

  Clemente joined a Santurce team that would eventually feature another Puerto Rican teenager of considerable talent, an infielder also discovered by Zorrilla. The youngster was named Jose Pagan, who would play shortstop and third base. Many years later, the two native Puerto Rican prodigies would become inexorably linked on another notable team.

  As was customary with clubs operated by Pedrin Zorrilla, Clemente spent most of his first season watching games from the dugout. Zorrilla simply did not believe in playing young, inexperienced players, especially in a league that featured numerous veterans of both the major leagues and the Negro Leagues. At the start of the season, Clemente rode the bench, appearing only as a pinch-hitter. By the end of the schedule, he had come to bat only 77 times, batting a mere .234. Although Clemente bristled at the lack of exposure, there were additional reasons for the sparse playing time. In 1952-53, Santurce had several outfielders of high caliber: Willard Brown, a former Negro League star who had played 21 games for the St. Louis Browns in 1947, and Bob Thurman, who would make his major league debut in 1955.

  The Crabbers also featured an intriguing player named James Buster Clarkson. Known alternately by his middle name and by the nickname “Buzz,” Clarkson had played only briefly in the major leagues, appearing in 14 games in 1952 for the Boston Braves, but had starred in the Negro Leagues in the years prior to Jackie Robinson’s shattering of the color barrier. Clarkson had also become a fixture in the Puerto Rican Winter League, playing shortstop and driving in runs by the cartload. By the winter of 1952-53, Clarkson had taken on the additional responsibilities of managing the Santurce club.

  As player-manager, Clarkson wanted to play Clemente regularly, but had to yield to the wishes of the more cautious Zorrilla. Although Clemente didn’t play very often his first season with Santurce, Clarkson immediately recognized his talent. “He came to me right out of high school,” Clarkson recalled in a 1973 interview with Donald Hall. “I could see he was going a long way. Some of the old-timers didn’t think so, but I could see great ability in Clemente.”

  The lack of playing time frustrated Clemente, who was used to playing everyday and being one of the centerpieces of his team. Clarkson recognized the depletion of Clemente’s ego. “The main thing I had to do,” said Buzz,” was to keep his spirits up. He didn’t realize how good he was. But I could see his potential.”

  Clarkson encouraged his young center fielder, telling him that he would eventually become a star in the United States. “I told him he’d be as good as Willie Mays someday,” Clarkson said, referring to the New York Giants’ young superstar. “And he was.” Clarkson also gave him some sage advice. Noticing that Roberto tended to drag his left foot backward as part of the “bailing out” process, Buster placed a bat behind Clemente as he stood in the batter’s box during batting practice. If Clemente continued to drag his foot, he would step on the bat. “He had a few rough spots,” Clarkson acknowledged, “but he never made the same mistake twice. He was baseball savvy and he listened. He listened to what he was told and he did it.” Listening to Clarkson’s advice about dragging his foot, Roberto began to stride slightly more directly toward the pitcher, as opposed to the direction of the third base dugout.

  As Clemente’s first manager in professional baseball, Clarkson made a special effort to nurture the talents and psyche of a young, unproven player, at a time when veteran teammates often shunned rookies, making them feel worthless. In turn, Clemente recognized the effort of the former Negro League star. “I played for Clarkson’s team and I was just a kid,” Clemente said later in his career. “He insisted the other players allow me to take batting practice and he helped me.”

  The learning process of Clemente’s first winter league season began to yield dividends during the winter of 1953-54. Although still a teenager, Roberto moved into the starting outfield. “Some of the old pros didn’t take too kindly to a kid breaking into the lineup,” Clarkson admitted, “but Clemente was too good to keep out.” The recipient of regular playing time, Clemente continued to field brilliantly and showed vast improvement at the plate. In 219 winter league at-bats, he batted a highly respectable .288 and exhibited occasional power.

  The increase in playing time, coupled with his upgraded level of play, prompted visitations from a cache of major league scouts. The interested parties included National League scouts like Andy High from the Brooklyn Dodgers, Luis Olmo of the Milwaukee Braves, Tom Sheehan of the New York Giants, and Quincy Trouppe of the St. Louis Cardinals. From the American League, the New York Yankees sent Harry Craft to take a look at the Puerto Rican phenom. Scouts from a total of nine teams approached Clemente about the possibility of signing a contract. Bids began to trickle in, creating options for the native of Carolina.

  While slow to integrate their major league roster with black players, the Yankees had decided to aggressively pursue players in the Puerto Rican Winter League. In particular, two players on the island interested the Yankees: Clemente and an American first baseman named Frank Leja, whom the Yankees considered the more appealing of the two prospects. Yankee scouts regarded Leja, a left-handed batter, as the more accomplished hitter, one who was capable of reaching the right field seats at Yankee Stadium; they had their doubts, however about Clemente’s ability to handle the bat.

  The Yankees offered Leja a bonus approaching $150,000, which left them with little money to offer Clemente—about $3,000. Roberto knew that he could fare better financially with a number of teams, even if they lacked the appeal of baseball’s most storied franchise. In fact, he had already received a more substantial offer from another team. Clemente rejected the offer from the Yankees, who ended up signing Leja and bringing him to the Bronx in 1954. New York soon realized what Clemente already knew. “He could hit and that was it,” Clemente told Pat Livingston of the Pittsburgh Press in 1972. Leja was a one-dimensional player who couldn’t field or run, and even his hitting was suspect at the major league level. During a three-year career that lasted only 26 games with the Yankees and Los Angeles Dodgers, Leja accumulated one hit in 23 at-bats.

  The New York Giants had actually been the first team to make Clemente an offer. Although Santurce owner Pedrin Zorrilla enjoyed an informal working relationship with the Brooklyn Dodgers, he encouraged Brooklyn’s rivals to bid and bid heavily for the mercurial Clemente. (Curiously, Zorrilla would go to work for the Giants as their chief scout in 1957.) Zorrilla whispered his insider’s knowledge to Giants’ owner Horace Stoneham, but New York’s scouts expressed concern over Clemente’s undisciplined approach to hitting. Listening to his chief talent-seekers, Stoneham became preoccupied with Clemente’s frequent strikeouts. As a result, Stoneham made a bid for Clemente, but one that was tempered by financial restraint.

  If the Giants had been slightly more aggressive in their negotiating approach, they might have tempted Clemente with the opportunity to play with his boyhood hero. Monte Irvin, the former Negro League star, had joined the Giants in 1949, two years after the termination of baseball’s color line. If the Giants had been able to sell Roberto on the joys of playing with his idol, he might have been willing to take a bit less in up-front bonus money.

  Thanks to their friendship with Zorrilla, the Dodgers already knew about Roberto’s many talents. Not wanting their principal rivals to add Clemente to an outfield that already included a star like Irvin and a young superstar in Willie Mays, the Dodgers quickly moved in and bettered the Giants’ proposal. The Dodgers offered Clemente a signing bonus of $10,000, a nice supplement to an annual salary of $5,000. If Clemente were to accept the offer, it would represent the largest bonus the Dodgers had doled out since signing Jackie Robinson to a minor league contract in 1945. Both the money, and the prospect of playing in New York City, where thousands of fellow Puerto Ricans had immigrated, intrigued Clemente. He gave the Dodgers a verbal commitment that he would sign with them.

  Shortly after the Dodgers raised the stakes, scouts from the Milwaukee Braves swooped in on Clemente. “Next day, the Braves offer me $27,500,” Clemente recalled in a 1962 interview with Les Biederman of the Pittsburgh Press. “I say, ‘Where were you yesterday?’” Estimates of the monetary sum offered by the Braves varied according to different reports, anywhere from $28,000 to $40,000. In other words, the Braves had offered a package three to four times the size of the Dodgers’ bonus.

  The contractual waters now muddied, Clemente faced a dilemma. Should he accept the offer from Milwaukee, which was by far the best deal financially, but play in a town that he had never heard of? Or should he play for the Dodgers, near the city that some called the most glamorous in the United States? “I do not know much then about Milwaukee,” Clemente told Bill Christine of the Pittsburgh Press in a 1969 interview. “Brooklyn was a famous team. I wanted to play for the Dodgers.”

  Indeed, the Dodgers, who had won the National League pennant in 1953, boasted a lineup of well-known players: National League RBI champion Roy Campanella, power-hitters like Gil Hodges and Duke Snider, the versatile and dynamic Jackie Robinson, National League batting champion Carl Furillo, and 20-game winner Carl Erskine. Although their nucleus of players was aging, the Dodgers figured to be a good team—maybe a great one—for two or three more years.

  Clemente also took note of Brooklyn’s aggressiveness in recruiting and signing black players. In 1947, the Dodgers had become the first major league team in 20th century history to sign an African-American player. After importing Jackie Robinson, the Dodgers had added several other black players, including Campanella, infielder Junior Gilliam and pitchers Dan Bankhead, Joe Black and Don Newcombe. The Dodgers had also signed a black Latino, Sandy Amoros, who seemed on the cusp of cracking the Brooklyn lineup. Cities and teams aside, Clemente faced an even more important consideration in his choice of major league clubs. Although he had not officially signed a contract with the Dodgers, he had given them a promise that he would do so. Still confused over what he should do, Roberto sought out his parents. Luisa Clemente quickly and sternly advised her son. He had given the Dodgers his word; it would be improper to back out of a promise. Although Luisa ultimately left the decision up to Roberto, he had now made up his mind. His parents, good and caring people, had always given him sound advice. Influenced by the words of his mother, Clemente explained to the Braves that he could not sign with them; he had already committed to the Dodgers.

  Pedrin Zorrilla sent a telegram to Brooklyn, indicating that Roberto had made his decision. On February 19, 1954, with his father standing by, Clemente signed a one-year, $5,000 contract with the Dodgers. With a signing bonus of $10,000, the total package reached $15,000. The days of lugging milk cans across town for a penny a day seemed like a distant memory.
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  Hidden in Montreal

  Although Clemente felt he had done the right thing by signing with Brooklyn, he eventually came to the conclusion that the Dodgers had misled him during negotiations. “I was just a youngster and believed everything everybody told me,” Clemente told Les Biederman of the Pittsburgh Press in a 1962 interview. “The Dodgers told me a big bonus was no good and they said other players would resent it. Better for me to take small amount of money and work my way.” If Clemente had been older and more accustomed to business negotiations, he might have been able to extract a much larger bonus from the Dodgers.

  While the Dodgers’ bonus paled in comparison with the offer from the Braves, it was still the first bonus contract the Dodgers had arranged since the major leagues had adopted a rule meant to limit the amount of bonus money that could be given to rookie players. “You see, under the rule that year,” Pirates scout Howie Haak explained to the Associated Press, “any player who got more than a $4,000 bonus and was put on a minor league team had to remain frozen on that team and go through the major league draft.” Under the new rule, any team signing a rookie to a contract whose bonus and salary exceeded $4,000 would have to keep that player on its 25-man major league roster for the entire season. If the player were to be sent to the minor leagues at any time during the season, he would become eligible for an off-season draft and could be taken by any other team. The drafting team would then have to pay $4,000 for that player.

  Even though he had full knowledge of the rule, Dodgers vice president Buzzie Bavasi decided to sign Clemente to a minor league contract, assigning him to play for Brooklyn’s top affiliate at Montreal. Al Campanis, who by now was managing a Cuban team in winter ball, told Bavasi he should give Clemente a major league contract and guarantee his inclusion on the Brooklyn Dodgers’ 1954 roster. Campanis warned his boss that he was taking a huge gamble; he might lose the heralded prospect after only one minor league season.

  After wrapping up his winter league season for Santurce, Clemente arrived in Vero Beach for his first spring training with the Dodgers. From there, he would report to the Montreal Royals of the International League. Clemente’s teammates at Montreal would include another budding Latin American prospect and fellow outfielder, Sandy Amoros, a slick-fielding shortstop named Chico Fernandez, and former Brooklyn Dodger pitcher Joe Black.

  When in Clemente’s presence, Black quickly took note of the young outfielder’s confidence and passion for the game. “I was impressed,” says Black,” because he was 18 years old, just turning 19, but he had a lot of desire to play.” Black also recognized Clemente’s raw athletic skills, particularly his unusual but powerful batting style. “The thing that amazed me, is that sometimes one of his legs would be up in the air and he’d he hitting, and it’d still go out of the ballpark. He was just strong,”

  The Dodgers had known full well about Clemente’s ability to hit line drives to all fields, especially to center and right, but had seen little direct evidence of his sheer power—at least up until now. During the opening week of the International League season, Clemente impressed not so much with his speed or throwing, but with a measure of that previously unseen power potential. Clemente ripped a monstrous, 400-foot home run over the left field wall at Delorimier Downs, Montreal’s home ballpark. Clemente became the first player in Royals’ history to clear the left field wall—and the stadium—at such a point. Considering the depth of the fences at Delorimier Downs—where it required a 340-foot blast just to reach the left field foul pole—the home run was impressive by usual standards. It became even more noteworthy when one realized that a hearty wind was gusting straight in from left field toward home plate. In the past, few Montreal players had managed to overcome the left field fence at Delorimier, even under ideal weather conditions.

  Strangely, Clemente found himself on the bench next day. Perhaps Dodger management simply wanted to bring Clemente along slowly, considering that this was his first exposure to the minor league game. One week later, the Royals played a game against Richmond, and Clemente found himself in the starting lineup. In the first inning, the Royals loaded the bases, setting the stage for Clemente to come to bat. Unbelievably, Montreal manager Max Macon called Clemente back to the bench, lifting him for a pinch-hitter.

  Later in the month, Clemente collected three triples in one game. The next day, Clemente rode the bench again. The pattern continued for most of the season. One impressive game, followed by a stint on the Royals’ bench. Bewildered by the irregularity of his playing time, Clemente frequently approached Macon in his office, both before and after games. “He wasn’t conceited,” says Joe Black,” but he had a lot of self-confidence and couldn’t understand why he couldn’t play.” Macon told Roberto that he was simply doing what was best for a young rookie playing at the minor leagues’ highest level. Macon also pointed out that Montreal had many other fine outfielders, including future major leaguers like Amoros and Gino Cimoli, and a former big leaguer in Dick Whitman.

  In spite of the explanations, the sporadic playing time annoyed and frustrated Clemente, just as it had during his first winter league season in Santurce. In addition to his inconsistent playing time, Roberto reportedly encountered other problems. He spoke a little bit of English, a language he had studied in high school, and no French, making communication with some teammates and many fans extremely cumbersome. Other than Amoros, Black and Fernandez, none of his Montreal teammates spoke Spanish.

  Just how much English Clemente spoke during his season in Montreal remains a debatable point. According to Hall of Fame manager Tommy Lasorda, one of the pitchers on the 1954 Royals, Clemente spoke only Spanish. “I had to take care of him because he couldn’t speak one word of English,” Lasorda told Phoenix Communications in 1993. “He couldn’t go get anything to eat. So he would wait for me in the morning until I woke up. And then, when I would come down to the lobby, he would be sitting there waiting for me. He was hungry. And I’d have to take him to the restaurant and order his meals for him.”

  The recollections of Joe Black differ greatly from Lasorda’s. During a recent All-Star Game, Black confronted Lasorda over his version of the story. “I saw him on the field and I said,’ Tommy, why did you tell that story,’” Black says. “He said,’ What do you mean?’ I said,’ One, Clemente didn’t hang out with you. Second, Clemente speaks English. There’s some Puerto Ricans who speak English.’”

  Although Black spoke Spanish, he says his conversations with Clemente were never in that language. “No, he did speak English,” Black reiterates.” [Orlando] Cepeda speaks English. Puerto Rico, you know, is part of the United States. So, over there, youngsters have the privilege of taking English in classrooms.” As Black recalls, Clemente showed himself quite capable to handle basic conversations in English. “He wouldn’t give a speech like Shakespeare, but he knew how to order breakfast and eggs. He knew how to say ‘it’s a good day,’ ‘let’s play,’ or ‘why I don’t play.’ He could say, ‘Let’s go to the movies.’”

  Other players on the Royals, like Cuban outfielder Sandy Amoros, were less versed in English than Clemente. “I played with guys,” says Black, “like when Sandy got on the Dodgers, he knew maybe 20 words of English. That’s why they roomed with me because I spoke a little Spanish from playing in Cuba. But that wasn’t [the case] with Clemente.” As Black recalls, Clemente picked his spots in deciding when to speak English. “Clemente was able to communicate with those he wanted to communicate with.”

  Clemente also experienced a cultural phenomenon that he had seen little evidence of during his days in Puerto Rico—racial segregation.

  At the time, the International League consisted of three Canadian franchises, Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto, a Latin American entry in Havana, and four American cities: Buffalo, Richmond, Rochester and Syracuse. When the Royals traveled on road trips that included stopovers in Richmond, they had to venture into the South, where segregation of hotels, restaurants and other public places infested the American culture.

  On his first road trip to Richmond, Clemente encountered segregation for the first time. He could not eat in the same restaurant as his white Montreal teammates, nor could he stay in the same hotel with them. Black teammates, players like Amoros, Black and Fernandez, endured a similar plight. To make matters worse, few of Roberto’s white teammates—who considered him cocky and arrogant, perhaps even a “hot dog”—offered any sympathy for the second-class treatment that he and the other black players received.

  An American player like Black came to expect segregation in the South. For Latin American blacks, such social policies were far more confusing. “See, when I first went to a Latin country,” Black says, “I went to Caracas, Venezuela, [and] I was shocked that some families—some looked white, some dark as me, some were [Roy] Campanella’s color, you know. I said to [two Latin brothers],’ If you two guys go to the states, they’re gonna separate you. They said, ‘What do you mean? We’re brothers.’ I said,’ No they’re gonna send you to the colored part of town, and he’s gonna have to go to the white part of town.’ I mean, families were just mixed like that, but they didn’t pay any attention to it [in Latin America]In Puerto Rico, light-skinned residents sometimes received advantages not given to those with darker skin. Yet, there existed little segregation of restaurants, hotels and public buses.

  “The segregation only came when they hit these borders,” says Joe Black. “And they couldn’t understand. Like in the Negro Leagues, we had three Puerto Ricans on our team. They could not understand [segregation] when we went to the South; they wanted to go downtown to the stores to buy some clothes.” Black and other African-American players had to warn their Latino teammates about the new and unfair American rules. “‘Wait a minute,’” Black told Latin players on more than one occasion, “‘Let somebody go with you cause you just can’t walk in all these stores.’ We’d let them know that they’re not gonna let you try on those clothes. It was shocking to them to realize that there are some stores you can’t go in, and if you could go in to buy a coat, you can’t try the coat on. And they couldn’t understand that.”

  Roberto found solace from racism when the Royals played at home. In the mid-1950s, Montreal existed as a place relatively free from overt racism and segregation. “They had a couple of night clubs that were owned by Americans that had moved up there and there were a lot of blacks that catered to them,” Black explains,” but they were mixed clubs. I don’t know if they had a section that was all black.” Other than having some difficulty finding a barber who would cut the hair of African-Americans, Black found few examples of segregated treatment or existence in Montreal. “There wasn’t a colored section, per se.”

  Except for one incident outside of Delorimier Downs, where a racist fan chastised Clemente for talking to a white woman, Roberto found the community to be fair and receptive. In fact, a white family invited Clemente and Fernandez to live in their home in one of Montreal’s French residential neighborhoods. The two Latinos accepted the invitation and lived in the family’s house. On the road, Clemente and Fernandez continued to share a room.

  For the most part, Clemente socialized with only two of his Royals teammates. “Chico Fernandez, Roberto and myself, the three of us palled around,” Joe Black says. “We went out to eat, we went to movies together, we laughed and we joked.” Clemente’s keen sense of humor helped make their conversations more enjoyable. “Oh yeah, he was funny,” says Black. “The three of us, we just laughed all the time. See, we joked amongst ourselves.”

  Due to concerns over racial stereotyping, Black and Clemente did not usually feel comfortable showing their senses of humor around white players. And when they did joke among themselves, they preferred a more subtle form of comedy. “Some people think because if you’re colored they’ve got the stereotype that we’re like those guys back in the old days, always cracking jokes. I’m not a joke cracker, Clemente wasn’t either, but we could say things now and then that were funny and we could ad lib things.”

  By 1954, Clyde Sukeforth, a well-liked baseball man who split his time between coaching and scouting, had earned a reputation as one of the game’s most fair-minded and color blind thinkers. In 1945, while working as a coach with the Dodgers, Sukeforth had received a special assignment from president Branch Rickey, who told him to scout a Negro League prospect named Jackie Robinson. Although an injured shoulder prevented Robinson from playing, Sukeforth interviewed the infielder for two hours after the game, and came away impressed with the young man’s character, intelligence, and determination. Perhaps encouraged by Sukeforth’s findings, Rickey signed Robinson to a minor league contract within the next three days.

  After the 1951 season, Sukeforth left the Dodgers and rejoined Rickey as a coach and part-time scout in the Pirates’ organization, where “The Mahatma” had become general manager. In July of 1954, Rickey instructed Sukeforth to temporarily vacate his coaching duties with the Pirates and scout Joe Black, who had been demoted to the Dodgers’ affiliate at Montreal after being overworked by Brooklyn the previous summer. Rickey was considering a trade that would send hard-hitting outfielder-third baseman Sid Gordon—who was in the midst of a .306 season—to the Dodgers in exchange for Black. Before making the deal for Black, Rickey wanted to know about the condition of the right-hander’s arm.

  Sukeforth stayed to watch a long, five-game International League series between Montreal and Richmond, but Black did not pitch. Prior to one of the games, Sukeforth observed batting and outfield practice and noticed the powerful throwing arm displayed by the Montreal right fielder, who made two particularly outstanding 300-foot heaves toward the infield. “I get there just in time to see the Montreal club take the field for batting practice,” Sukeforth tells researcher Andrew O’Toole. “I noticed in right field they had a colored boy with a great arm.”

  The right fielder did not play in the game—until the seventh inning. “Max Macon, the Montreal manager, put in a pinch-hitter to hit,” recalls Sukeforth. “Montreal was a run or so behind, and he sent up this right fielder, this black player with the good arm, up to hit. He hit a sharp, routine ground ball to the shortstop, and would you know it, it was a very close play at first base. I said, ‘There’s talent there. There’s two things that he can do super.” The player who could throw and run so well was the youthful Roberto Clemente.

  Since Sukeforth hadn’t heard of Clemente prior to his visit to Richmond, he had started asking questions around the ballpark. According to Joe Black, Sukeforth had initially mistaken Clemente for one of the Royals’ pitchers. “Roberto Clemente took batting practice with the pitchers,” recalls Joe Black, “because they knew he had capabilities and they were trying to hide him from scouts. Rickey had sent Sukeforth to Richmond to see me pitch to see if I could still throw. He got there early because he knew pitchers practiced early, so when I got there, he came to me and said,’ Who’s that pitcher, who hits all those balls out?’ I said,’ What pitcher?’” After the initial confusion, Black informed Sukeforth that the player’s name was Clemente—an outfielder, not a pitcher.

  “I learned he was a bonus player,” Sukeforth revealed in an interview with The Sporting News, “and would be eligible for the draft.” Clemente, whose bonus and salary of $15,000 far exceeded the $4,000 limit, fell into the category of unprotected minor league players. Since the Pirates were playing miserably that summer and seemed destined to complete a last-place finish in 1954, they would almost certainly have the No. 1 pick in the draft.

  Sukeforth observed Clemente in batting practice over the next four days. Sukeforth noticed several extreme tendencies on the part of Clemente, who liked to stand deep in the batter’s box and far away from home plate. Clemente preferred an unorthodox style at the plate, often hitting off his front foot, the result of striding so early. Yet, Sukeforth liked the power stroke that Clemente displayed, the way that balls resonated off his bat. As he prepared to leave Richmond, Sukeforth approached the Royals’ manager and dropped a hint about the Pirates’ intentions. “I told Montreal manager Max Macon to take good care of ‘our boy’ and see that he didn’t get hurt,” Sukeforth recalled in a 1955 interview with The Sporting News. Pleasantries exchanged, Sukeforth wrote a letter to Rickey. “Before I signed the letter, I wrote,’ I haven’t seen Joe Black, but I have seen your draft pick.’”

  As Joe Black recalls, Sukeforth told him almost immediately about his interest in Clemente. “He says to me, ‘You haven’t been pitching, but I’m gonna tell the old man, Joe can still pitch, but let’s work on a guy named Roberto Clemente.’”

  Although intrigued by Sukeforth’s enthusiasm, Rickey wanted a second opinion. After all, if Clemente was as talented as Sukeforth claimed, why was he so unknown to the Pirates’ organization? There must have been a problem with Clemente, a fatal flaw in his game. Rickey assigned Howie Haak, another one of his top scouts, to follow up on the Sukeforth report. “I went to Rochester to see him play and the strangest thing happened,” Haak told the Associated Press in 1971. “Clemente got two triples and a double, and when they removed the southpaw pitcher, Clemente was taken out for a pinch-hitter. The Dodgers were trying to hide Clemente.” In other words, the Dodgers’ real intention in not playing Clemente was to prevent other teams’ scouts from finding out about his talent. In so doing, the Dodgers hoped that Clemente would not be taken in the post-season draft of minor league players who had exceeded the $4,000 bonus limit.
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