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To the family of my friend Larry Doby.


And the memory of those born too soon to be his major-league teammates.









PROLOGUE


In 1967, I was the lead sports columnist with the Newark Star-Ledger, and our circulation was based around greater New York—the only area in the country that once had three major-league baseball teams. Cleveland is five hundred road miles from New York City. We had the Yankees, the Dodgers, and the Giants. Cleveland had the Indians—a team that had won only one World Series in the previous twenty-eight years.


That hardly engendered the ingredients for the kind of rivalry that would necessitate my going to Cleveland to cover Larry Doby. I would see him occasionally when the Indians came to Yankee Stadium, though our relationship did not go much further than “Hi, Larry.” “Hi, Jerry.”


But when I answered my front door on a snowy night in 1976, I was stunned to see him standing there. I had no idea why.


“Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”


“What do you drink?” he asked.


“Honestly, if it’s wet, I’ll drink it.”


“I’ll see you at seven tonight.”


And then he disappeared—a lone figure in the falling snow. Until then I really hadn’t thought about the fact that we both lived in the same town of Montclair, New Jersey. That afternoon, I thought, Well, I am his hometown columnist in the offseason. Maybe I had written something he didn’t like. I never considered the fact that I had written more about social issues than any columnist at any paper in his circulation area. Even though he had won in court, I still had to defend Muhammad Ali’s decision not to serve during the Vietnam War. So what did Doby want?


That night triggered a friendship that lasted more than three decades.


Years later I decided to write this book, and for three reasons. First, I still miss him. Second, our mutual friend, the late Monte Irvin, his infield mate on the Newark Eagles and in the National Baseball Hall of Fame, convinced me I needed to do it. And third, in 2020, Doby’s son, Larry Jr., gave me a clue for what might have prompted his dad’s late-night winter visit. I still have no definite answer, but Larry Jr. told me that the reason might have been this: “My dad had a hard life. I know that he didn’t trust many people, but he trusted you. If you are going to write a book, I’ll give you any help I can. Just ask.”


Doby Sr. arrived right on time the night we first got to know each other. As promised, he brought a bottle of scotch. We sat down at the kitchen table. We didn’t get up until the bottle was mortally wounded and the sun was high in the sky.


That long day’s night was for me a long-overdue awakening—and for him, I believe, a kind of exorcism. I think he read a lot of my columns before he decided to come see me because, without my asking, he told me things he had kept deep inside him for years. The way it felt alone at night in Black boardinghouses in the sweltering heat of summer on the road, with no air conditioning except for a block of ice on a table with a small fan blowing against it in a losing battle . . . the voice of a racist fan in St. Louis as he stood in the first row insulting Doby’s wife. Doby even tried to climb into the grandstand to fight him, though pitching coach Bill McKechnie stopped him (McKechnie is quoted as saying to Doby, “Don’t go up there, kid. That will ruin you, not him.”) . . . the beer cans that crowds threw at him during his first spring-training swing through the South . . . the beanballs disguised as inside pitches that he ducked.


While Jackie Robinson did a much-publicized apprentice season in Canada with the Dodgers’ farm team, the Montreal Royals, Doby labored in relative obscurity with the segregated Newark Eagles of the all-Black Negro National League. White baseball fans knew who Jackie was before he got there. Of more importance was the Dodgers’ advance public promise that Jackie would be the chosen one, the first. And by spring training 1947, he was.


The same white fans had never heard of Larry Doby.


Two years after the two pioneers made their debuts, New York Giants skipper Leo Durocher announced the integration of his club in a way that shut off all possible protests. He did something Lou Boudreau, the Cleveland Indians manager, never even thought about.


Durocher stood in the middle of a pregame locker room and shouted, “Hey, pay attention! These two Black guys are on our team now. Monte Irvin could be one of the greatest hitters this franchise ever had, and Hank Thompson can play the infield and the outfield. I expect to win a pennant, and soon, with these guys. If you don’t like that, then you can just go fuck yourselves.”


Nobody dared say a word.


When Doby left the Newark Eagles in July 1947, he was leading the Negro National League with a .354 batting average and eight home runs. But that was light years away from the American League. As far as the men he was about to meet were concerned, he might as well have been playing in Iceland. Virtually nobody in that Cleveland locker room had ever heard anything about him.


But it was no secret that he wasn’t a white man.


Upon Doby’s signing, Boudreau gave a very PC response to the United Press. “Doby will be given every chance to prove that he has the ability to make good with us. The reports we have received on this ability are outstanding. I hope he can succeed as he has with other teams.”


Unfortunately for Larry, that sentiment was not shared with those in the locker room, and his inactions spoke louder than his words.


Doby, the first Black man to play in an American League game, always felt Boudreau didn’t want him—and certainly the manager gave him no reason to change that impression during that first day. He said nothing more, instead giving credence to what he left unsaid.


There were twenty-five players and three coaches on the team. Only five of them faced Doby and offered legitimate handshakes: catcher Jim Hegan; second baseman and future Hall of Famer Joe Gordon, who would become one of Doby’s lifelong friends; pitchers Bob Lemon and Steve Gromek; and pitching coach Bill McKechnie.


Doby later told me that after those five men, he got “mostly dead-fishes” handshakes. And two of them, first basemen Eddie Robinson and Les Fleming, turned their backs to him completely.


Yet after that disastrous introduction, the manager was shrewd and self-serving enough to tell the Cleveland media, “This is a routine baseball signing. Creed, race, or color have no [negative] role in baseball.”


Obviously, he knew that was light years from the truth. Boudreau apparently did not want him, Doby felt sure of that. But was it racism? Fear that his team would rebel and he would lose control? Or simply the idea that Larry was signed as an infielder and with Boudreau at short and Joe Gordon as an All-Star second baseman, where was he going to play Doby?


I never knew any of this while Doby was an active player. He wasn’t Jackie Robinson. He was Larry Doby, and sportswriters of the era seemed to think he was just a case of redundancy. They were wrong. Their preconceived notion was enough to send this American hero into the black hole of history, mostly forgotten.


If Doby was the victim of a stacked deck, the man who attempted to bring justice to the game was Joe Gordon.


“Right after those strained introductions,” Doby recalled, “I’m walking through the tunnel and through the dugout and onto the field. And they are already out there warming up—all of them. I’m standing alone and nobody—I mean nobody—will throw me the ball. And I’m thinking, The hell with them. I don’t need this. And just then somebody elbows me in the ribs and I turn with my fists up and, yeah, I’m ready to fight.


“It’s Joe Gordon. And he’s laughing, and he says, ‘Rookie, are you ready to warm up or do you want to just stand there in your brand-new uniform and profile?’ And, you know, from that moment for as long we both were Indians, we warmed up that way—together, just the two of us—before every game we played.”


On July 5, in his first career game in the major leagues, Boudreau sent Doby up in the seventh inning as a pinch-hitter against the White Sox. He had never faced major-league pitching before. He saw five pitches. He got around early on the second one and drove a vicious shot down the right-field line, but it faded and curved foul. He struck out. Frustrated, he dropped his bat and walked slowly into the dugout and sat at the end of the bench, as far away from the manager as he could get. He sat alone with his head down. He sat there a lot that year, isolated except for the many times Gordon deliberately got up and walked over to sit next to him.


Boudreau barely used him that first year. He appeared in just 29 games, mostly as a pinch-hitter or a pinch-runner, and had just five hits in thirty-two at-bats. In fact, of those 29 games, he only played one from beginning to end, and had only one at-bat or less in 24 of those 29 games.


The hottest hitter in the Negro National League on the day he left to join the Indians, he felt a blend of anger and embarrassment. He had never experienced a season this bad in his life.


At the end of the 1947 season, Jackie Robinson was a genuine Black baseball hero, taking home Rookie of the Year honors. Larry Doby was simply a footnote, written off by a manager who didn’t want him. I never read anything about his disastrous year. I never saw much about it in the New York or New Jersey newspapers, never read anything about it from the wire services—except that several Cleveland writers thought he should be released or sent to the minor leagues.


I never knew the story until years later, when sat with Larry at my kitchen table on a dark, snowy night.


Later, the more research I did, the more I wondered how the story of his lonely battle was allowed to slip through the cracks for years until it almost seemed headed toward oblivion.


I learned he had been asked about that a lot, and he always answered, “They had written a lot about Mr. Robinson and just didn’t want to write the same old story all over again.” It reminded me of a question I once asked and how forcefully he had answered. Anger was reflected in his voice when he said, “No. I never thought of quitting. Not once.”


This is his story—the way men who later became my colleagues never chose to write it.
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CHAPTER 1


CLEVELAND AIN’T BROOKLYN


On July 4, 1947, Larry Doby said goodbye to the Negro National League with a single powerful swing of his bat that sent the ball soaring toward and into the right field stands at Newark’s Ruppert Stadium. That won the first game of a doubleheader against the Philadelphia Stars.


When the teams returned for the second game, Doby was already on a train headed for Chicago, accompanied by Lou Jones, a member of the Cleveland Indians’ public-relations staff.


Doby never told me what he was thinking when he began his final home-run trot in a Newark Eagles uniform, but everyone in the stands and his teammates waiting to greet him at home plate knew the moment was special.


He wasn’t running toward home. He was running toward history. He was running toward a place no Black man before him had ever gone.


Within twenty-four hours, he would integrate the American League. And from the very beginning, most of the players, most of the fans, and virtually all the baseball writers couldn’t begin to grasp the actual impact of his journey. Cleveland of 1947 wasn’t Brooklyn of 1947, where Jackie Robinson broke the National League color line. Despite later revisionist history, Lou Boudreau, the manager of the Cleveland Indians, was hardly a disciple of what critics snidely referred to as “Bill Veeck’s experiment.” The American League of 1947 had no interest in any kind of diversity.


In truth, until Jackie Robinson was the first to shatter the color line—on Opening Day in 1947—neither did the National League. Not since May 1, 1884, when Moses Fleetwood Walker played for the Toledo Blue Stockings, had a Black man played as much as a single inning in “organized baseball.” Only four years before Robinson broke the color line, baseball ownership and its commissioner, Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, met behind closed doors to secretly reaffirm their unwritten agreement to maintain segregation.


Landis had been a federal judge in 1919 when eight members of the Chicago White Sox (“Black Sox”), funded by the notorious gambler Arnold Rothstein, were suspected of deliberately losing the World Series. Baseball owners panicked. They knew they had lost public trust. Gate receipts nosedived the following year.


Even the arrogant men who comprised major-league ownership had understood their image as America’s “national pastime” was in danger. Out of a blend of panic and fear, they hired Landis as their first commissioner, installing absolute power in the new position. He banned the eight players from the game forever. He was baseball’s sole, unquestioned ruler for twenty-four years, and a vital force in keeping baseball white.


On December 3, 1943, Landis chaired a closed-door meeting in Conference Room O of New York’s Hotel Roosevelt to respond to growing pressure to integrate. The Brotherhood of United Pulman Porters, the Communist Party newspaper (the Daily Worker), and groups of activists displayed their support for the integration of Major League Baseball with a parade through the heart of Manhattan on Fifth Avenue for thirty-six blocks.


African American actor Paul Robeson, then starring on Broadway in Othello, had gone to Landis’s secret meeting as an invited guest to reason with the owners.


Speaking on the record to Robeson and a distinguished Black delegation, Landis bitingly said, “Maybe I don’t know what’s going on here. I don’t know about and I won’t testify to that [unwritten agreement to maintain segregation] after all I have learned in 23 years [as commissioner]. There is no way I would testify to such an agreement. God knows these men [pointing to the owners] are not cowardly enough not to put it on paper, and I am not crook enough to enforce it.


“Now, do you understand that?” There was clear menace in his attitude.


“No way,” he added, “would anyone enforce it.”


But they did—and so did he.


His words were a ploy to avoid responsibility for what clearly was an effective silent agreement of six decades. They were spoken at a time when American Blacks were dying along with whites on World War II battlefields in Europe and Asia—and a time when Black activists were uniting in a rebuttal of Landis’s words, using the slogan “If they can stop bullets, they can stop baseballs.”


But Landis remained firmly committed to defending the Caucasian purity of what he considered “his game,” and the lie that he blatantly told Robeson never bothered him. He maintained his closed-door policy until the day he died, in 1944.


Four years later, new commissioner and former US Senator Happy Chandler opened that same door to both Robinson and Doby.


What even the media never understood was that Larry Doby’s debut, six weeks after Robinson’s, was not simply a rewriting of the second coming of Jackie Robinson.


What it was . . . was the first coming of Larry Doby.


He was the right guy at the right time in the wrong place. Nobody in the American League, including the team for which he would play, sent a welcome wagon to greet him. George Weiss, the general manager of America’s team (the perennial champion New York Yankees), when asked if the Yankees were interested in signing a Black player, told the media, “Our fans are different. Do you think a Wall Street stockbroker would buy season box-seat tickets to see a colored boy play for us?”


Here was the GM of the world’s most famous baseball team expressing absolutely no interest in either bringing his team into the immediate social flow of the twentieth century nor in utilizing an untapped source of talent to help maintain the team’s consistent excellence. It took eight more years before Elston Howard became the first Black man to wear a Yankees uniform, and another four for the Boston Red Sox to sign their first African American, an infielder named Pumpsie Green, and finally complete the reluctant integration of the American League.


But in the beginning for both leagues, there were only two. Two lonely ballplayers against an establishment of bigotry, fear of the unknown, and blatant white racism. There was Doby, unwanted by most of his teammates and his own manager, and Robinson, whom the Dodgers had to send to their Montreal farm team to ease some of the massive groundswell of homegrown racism generated when he signed.


What both had to fight was typified by an episode during Robinson’s 1946 spring training with Montreal. Robinson made a spectacular play, and Dodgers owner Branch Rickey said to Montreal manager Clay Hopper that no human could have made that play. Hopper, born and raised in racially segregated Mississippi, replied, “Mr. Rickey, do you really think a nigra is a human being?”


Larry and Jackie—two pioneers with the same problem. In addition to their natural talent, they shared three qualities that gave them their tickets to ride the first underground railroad in baseball history. Both had competed most of their lives with and against white players, both had been to college (Doby at Long Island University and Virginia Union, Robinson at UCLA), and both had served in World War II (Army and Navy, respectively). Those were serious credentials with which to break the color line.


But beyond that, they were clearly different. To understand the difference, you first must understand that Doby was not Robinson—not in temperament, nor in the environment that produced him. Of even more importance, during his rookie season Doby was never backed by the strong support system Robinson received.


When Ben Chapman, the Phillies’ racist manager and one of baseball’s most vicious bench jockeys, stood on the dugout steps screaming “Nigger! Nigger!” at Robinson, Dodgers second baseman Eddie Stanky raced across the field and tried to punch him out. When Cincinnati Reds fans jeered and booed him before a game, Dodgers shortstop and captain Pee Wee Reese walked over to a surprised Robinson, draped an arm around his shoulders, and told him, “Laugh at me like we’re sharing a joke. The heck with those people.”


But when an infielder on the Philadelphia Athletics spit tobacco juice into Doby’s face while sliding into second base, nobody rushed off the Indians bench to defend him.


Jackie played football and baseball at UCLA. In 1937 and 1938, he played in front of 90,000 people in the Rose Bowl. His exploits were covered by the Los Angeles newspapers. Additionally, he had secret tryouts with the Chicago Cubs and Boston Red Sox in response to the growing pressure generated against baseball’s secret policy of “no Negroes.” The Boston tryout was the result of a city councilman’s threat to use the city’s “blue laws” to end the Red Sox’s ability to play lucrative Sunday doubleheaders. The tryouts in both cities were actually little more than self-protective charades by both teams.


Later, newspaper readers across the country would know all about Robinson’s well-reported year with the Montreal Royals. When he led them to the International League title, fans carried him off the field in salute. It may have been one of the first times in which a mob of white people chased an American Black man just to hug him.


He was a headliner in the major-league spotlight in a city that, for the most part, welcomed him. But in Cleveland, Doby was stepping into a far different situation.


Unlike in Brooklyn, Cleveland schools were still segregated. Restaurants either overcharged or refused to serve Black patrons. Movie theaters confined them to the balcony. Amusement parks like Euclid Beach Park were off limits to them by a mutually understood, unwritten agreement. Only after intense pressure was City Hospital desegregated.


To compound the city’s uneasy race relations, its changing demographics were considered hostile in the many enclaves originally settled by European immigrants. A flood of Black migrants, lured to Cleveland from the Deep South by the prospect of World War II factory jobs, were shuttled off to a single overcrowded ghetto, the Central-Woodland area. The lack of available housing for them was real and hostility fueled.


Better housing for Blacks with better paying jobs became available only through the efforts of unscrupulous blockbusting real estate agents who triggered white flight with rumors and worse.


“If you looked at Cleveland back then,” boxing promoter Don King (who was born in Cleveland) told me, “you really were looking at two divided and totally different cities in one—socially and economically. There were lines you just didn’t cross back then, and we knew it.”


Therefore, unlike Robinson’s debut, Doby’s arrival was not greeted with ruffles and flourishes. His entire professional career had been spent in the segregated and lightly reported confines of the Negro National League, with the Newark Eagles. Most of the time, both the Newark Star-Ledger and the Newark Evening News didn’t even bother to print’ box scores of their games.


Thinking about the advantages that Brooklyn, and New York City in general, offered a Black player trying to shatter the color line, Cleveland comes off as a distant long shot.


Bill Veeck, the Indians’ owner, was a rebel who had often waged a guerrilla war against baseball ownership’s old guard. As a case in point, there was his attempt to buy the failing Philadelphia Phillies.


Since 1918, the Phillies had just one winning season. They were also deeply in debt to the league. Landis, the baseball commissioner, was out of patience. He ordered the owner, Gerry Nugent, to sell the franchise immediately.


What Landis had learned was that Veeck planned to sign a number of stars from the Negro Leagues in open defiance of an ironclad color line that Landis continually claimed did not exist.


In his autobiography, Veeck—As in Wreck, his goal in making an offer for the Phillies was to be as transparent with the commissioner as possible in terms of his intentions.


“I made one bad mistake,” Veeck said in his book. “Out of my long respect for Judge Landis I felt he was entitled to prior notification of what I intended to do. I was aware of the risk I was taking although, to be honest, I could not see how he could stop me. The color line was a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ only. The only way the Commissioner could bar me from using Negroes would be to rule, officially and publicly, that they were ‘detrimental to baseball.’ With Negroes fighting in the war, such a ruling was unthinkable.


“Judge Landis wasn’t exactly shocked but he wasn’t exactly overjoyed either. His first reaction, in fact, was that I was kidding him.”


“My dad,” his son Mike Veeck told me, “made the highest bid. That’s a fact. But it was sold to Bill Cox, who later was banned for gambling on baseball. Dad never said who undercut his bid for the Phillies, but it’s no mystery. The owners and the commissioner railroaded him.”


But later, with Landis gone, Veeck and his respected partner, future Hall of Famer Hank Greenberg, bought the Cleveland Indians and signed Doby as the second Black player in Major League Baseball.


“Robinson had proven he was a genuine major leaguer,” Veeck would say. “I wanted to get the best available Negro boys while the grabbing was good. Why wait? In 10 years, they will be in service with many big-league teams because there are many colored players with sufficient capabilities to play in the major leagues.”


“I think my grandfather had a lot to do with Dad’s attitude,” Mike Veeck told me. “He was the president of the Chicago Cubs and he often brought visitors like John McGraw [the Giants’ feisty manager] home to dinner. It was my grandfather who instilled a love of the game in my dad and an understanding of the business as well.


“One day he took my dad into the counting room behind the box office at Wrigley Field. He asked what color the money was, and Dad said it was green. Then he asked what color were the people who put that money into the room. And Dad said, ‘I guess all colors.’


“My father told me that story, and then he looked at me and said, ‘Remember that.’”


Veeck signed Doby because his gut told him to do it. But it was his head that made the final decision, with the advice of two key consultants.


The first was veteran scout Bill Killefer that Veeck had quietly assigned to follow Doby when he was with the Newark Eagles. The second was Wendell Smith, the sports columnist at the Pittsburgh Courier, a major Black newspaper. When the Dodgers signed Jackie Robinson, Smith was so close to the situation that he became Jackie’s biographer and even roomed with him on the road. Veeck had done his homework. He knew the Courier was one of the leaders among Black newspapers from coast to coast, and sports was foremost among its readers because of writers like Smith.


Smith had seen Doby play many times and attested to both his skill and his off-the-field behavior. He told Veeck as much when he was asked for an educated opinion. Based on the feedback from his scout and Smith, Veeck purchased Doby’s contract from the Eagles.


“I never knew the details,” Mike Veeck told me, “but he was particularly proud that unlike Branch Rickey he had treated the Manleys [Abe and Effa], who owned the Eagles, with fairness in the negotiations. They had lost a great pitcher named Don Newcombe to Rickey and the Dodgers, who not only never paid them but didn’t even bother to talk to them about it. That was racism of the worst kind.


“Years late, Dad conceded to me he was nervous because, as he later wrote, ‘Cleveland wasn’t Brooklyn.’ But he believed his personal charisma and the city’s love and respect for him could make it work. Almost from the beginning, the player he wanted was Larry Doby.”


Another often overlooked factor facilitating Doby’s later acceptance was the fact that, in 1946, the Cleveland Rams of the National Football League had moved to Los Angeles. In their place, a rebel league called the All-America Football Conference (AAFC) put a franchise in Cleveland.


Paul Brown, the team’s popular coach, had no racial hangups. “I grade the films—I go by what I see,” he said. Among the fan favorites were two Black superstars: fullback Marion Motley and offensive lineman Bill Willis, the latter known to the city as a standout middle guard at Ohio State.


To Cleveland’s Black population, they were a welcome bonus because that same year, the Cleveland Buckeyes of the Negro American League folded. They were two-time Negro League World Series champions, but the ownership, sensing what was ahead for them in attendance after Robinson was signed that year, saw the future and believed, as Mrs. Manley did, that they were no longer in it. In their mind, there was no reason to fight a losing battle.


But Veeck was right. Much of the white population had its own “redneck” ideas refueled by Doby’s arrival. Veeck announced he had received twenty thousand letters when he signed Doby. According to him, “Most were in violent and often obscene protest.” He answered them all, “congratulating them on finding parents so obviously to their liking.”


Doby spent the night he arrived in Chicago at a primarily Black hotel, the DuSable. He and Jones took a cab to the Congress Hotel, where the team stayed during its Chicago road trip, and picked up Veeck. As Veeck settled into the back seat, he put out his hand and said, “I’m Bill Veeck.”


“Nice to meet you, Mr. Veeck,” Doby said.


“Call me Bill,” was the response.


When they reached Comiskey Park, Veeck signed a contract that would pay Doby $5,000 for the season plus a $1,000 bonus if he were still with the team after thirty days. Veeck also told him the dos and don’ts he’d face as a Black man in the American League.


Then he added something that shined a light between the midst of all the trauma and chaos that marked that first season and the hopes of the future. It became Doby’s personal safety belt against his self-doubt, his manager’s attitude, and the abuse and invective dealt upon him on the road.


It was Bill Veeck, the only voice that really counted, saying, “You are going to have problems and batting slumps—all players do. Believe me, I’ll know, because I read box scores. You are going to have doubts—all players do. But when it gets toughest, I will fly to wherever the team is. We’ll go to dinner and get the best steak in town and then we’ll go out and hear the best jazz in town. And things will get better.”


When he said that, Doby knew this was the start of a friendship that would endure. “He was color-blind,” Larry often said. “He didn’t see color. I always knew he was there for me.”


“They respected each other,” Mike added. “They agreed on almost everything.” Laughing, Mike added, “Well, almost everything. Except music. Dad was a traditionalist. He loved Dixieland—Larry was into jazz like Wes Montgomery. I loved to hear them argue about it.”


Years later, Doby would often take his son down to Eastern Shore, Maryland, to spend a few days with Veeck and son Mike. He told me about one really hot summer day when Bill said to Mike, “Hey, why don’t you take him [Doby’s son] down to the country club for a swim?”


When they left, Veeck looked at Doby, smiled, winked, and said, “Wait until the club members see the integrated package we just sent them. How long do you think it will take the folks down there to empty the pool?” What the kids did not know was that their fathers had spent the whole day planning it.


On the day Doby signed his contract, Veeck did and said the kinds of things that cemented their budding friendship. There was a press conference where Doby told the media, “Last night on the train was the first time I got to sleep since Mrs. Manley told me the Eagles had sold my contract. I’m really nervous.”


Cleveland’s baseball fans were more than willing to give him a chance. A man-in-the-street columnist produced the following conversation:


Question: “What do you think of Bill Veeck signing a Negro?”


Answer from the fan: “Can he hit? That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”


The answer was better than what most of his new teammates would give him.


Conversely, one Hall of Famer gave him nothing.


Rogers Hornsby, after watching Doby just once that year, made the following statement: “Bill Veeck did the Negro race no favor when he signed Larry Doby to a Cleveland contract. If Veeck wanted to demonstrate that the Negro has no place in Major League Baseball, he could have used no subtler means to establish the point. If he were white, he wouldn’t be considered good enough to play with a semipro club.”


Doby faced the moment as a stranger in a foreign land, and it was that way from when he joined the team up until the day game of the season. He was restrained and understood he was in a position where silence was not just golden—it was a matter of survival.


But later . . . after he became a hero and led the Indians to the American League pennant and then to the World Series championship . . . after he was a perennial All-Star and an MVP contender, and could speak up when the media unfairly challenged him . . . he made two statements so logical and overdue, it is a wonder that they didn’t bury the folk myth forever.


First, he told Jet magazine, “Jackie [Robinson] got all the credit for putting up with the racists’ crap and abuse. He was the first. But the crap I took was just as bad. Nobody said, ‘We’re going to be nice to the second Negro.’”


When asked, as he so often was, whether Robinson made it easier for him, he responded, “That’s one of the stupidest questions I have ever been asked. Think about it. We’re talking about weeks. Now it’s fifty years later and you still have hidden racism among educated people. How could you change all that in just weeks?”


Branch Rickey dwelled so frequently on the achievement of, well, Branch Rickey during Robinson’s first year, but Veeck was a polar opposite. After that first hastily called press conference on the field at Comiskey Park, Veeck made a point of publicly putting an arm around Doby’s shoulder, smiling, and saying clearly, “Remember, Larry, they play the game up here with a little white ball and a stick of wood just like they did in your league.” Then he left, after making sure the Cleveland writers learned that Larry was leading the Negro National League in both average and homers just before he joined the Indians.


And, true to his word, when times were plain awful, racism was a disgrace, and major-league curveballs were getting the best of him, Veeck was there no matter where the team was playing. The steaks and the jazz were good. The impact of Veeck’s visits always made Doby feel a little better.


During homestands, he lived in Cleveland with an old Navy buddy, Arthur Grant. During World War II, they had been teammates on an all-Black segregated team called the Black Blue Jackets at Great Lakes Naval Training Station. When Doby joined the Indians, he moved into Grant’s home.


But on the road, he was confined to Black hotels or boardinghouses where he knew no one and loneliness was his only companion. For the first time in his life, he was completely isolated. He was not only the first Black player on the Indians, playing for a team where arguably more than half the roster didn’t even want him, but was also the only Black player among the more than three hundred whites in the entire American League.


On the road, cities like St. Louis and Washington were still segregated by Southern mentality. Doby often had to walk all the way to the stadium because there never seemed to be enough Blacks-only cabs to go around.


The worst were the fans at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis. For the rest of his life, he never forgot the rage that coursed through his entire body on a hot summer day there.


In fact, a vicious redneck almost forced him out of baseball completely.


The fan was standing in the first row, leaning over the railing. Below him, Doby was kneeling in the on-deck circle. He clearly heard the first salvo. “Nigger . . . nigger . . . nigger,” it began. A refrain that was not new to him. Doby tuned it out.


“Yeah,” he told me, “I could do that. I heard it often enough by then. But then he got far too personal. He started on my family.”


“Yeah!” the fan screamed in a voice loud enough to shatter glass, “he is one uppity nigger—but if you think he’s uppity, you should meet his wife. She spells her name H-e-l-y-n. But there wasn’t anything uppity about her when you think about the things she did for me in my hotel room last night. She—” and then he followed with a disgusting scatological list.


He was vilifying the girl whose books Doby carried to Paterson Eastside High School. The girl he married when he signed his first Eagles contract. The woman with whom he consulted about every family decision since that day.


“That was it,” Doby told me. “I ran straight for the railing and threw one leg over it. I really wanted to hurt him . . . but then I was suddenly flying backward through the air, hit the ground. Bill McKechnie, the coach who was one of just five who shook my hand the first day in the locker room, was on top of me.


“Don’t move,” he said. “Don’t even think about going up there. Do it and you will never play another game of baseball anywhere. This is the American League. They don’t like you. They don’t like your skin color. Do it and we won’t get another Black player in this league for ten years.”


The event was more than a shocking footnote to a nightmare season. For the first time during a year of death threats, racism, and fan vitriol. Even speaking to me about it half a century later, Doby spoke with anger in his voice. As Mike Veeck said, “Larry Doby had been through so much. He could forgive, but never forget.”


As a case in point, there was that angry memory of that first introduction to his Cleveland teammates.


One of the two players who not only did not shake his hand but turned to face the wall when Doby offered it was first baseman Eddie Robinson. On July 6, Doby’s second day with the ballclub, the team had a doubleheader against the Chicago White Sox. Boudreau told him he was playing first base in the second game.


“Skip, I never played much first,” Doby reminded him.


“Well, that’s where I penciled you in,” Boudreau said.


Doby walked across the locker room and asked Robinson to let him borrow his first baseman’s glove.


“No,” Robinson retorted angrily. “You can’t.” Then, according to Doby, he added a number of racial reasons why he couldn’t.


Doby thought he might have to play first using his fielder’s glove, but the Indians’ traveling secretary walked to the White Sox dugout and borrowed a first baseman’s mitt for him.


Decades later, on July 19, 1982, a retired Doby was invited to play in the in the inaugural Cracker Jack Old-Timers Baseball Classic. He took Larry Jr. with him.


Larry Jr. told me, “I knew Mickey Vernon, who had been an All-Star with the Senators, was stationed with dad in the Pacific and had written a letter to Clark Griffith, the owner, pointing out that although he was Black, the team should sign him. He got a nasty letter back telling him to mind his own business.


“Here was a guy who risked his own future to help my dad. I wanted to find him and thank him after the game. I was standing in the hotel lobby when I saw a man I was sure was him. So I walked over, put out my hand, and said, ‘Mr. Vernon, I just want to thank you for what you tried to do for my dad—’ and then I felt somebody yank me by my shoulder.


“It was my dad. He never looked at the guy I thought was Mickey Vernon. All he said was that it was time to go.”


The man whose hand Junior tried to shake was actually that of Eddie Robinson.


As Doby had learned—going all the way back to his birthplace of Camden, South Carolina—there are some things you do not forget and some things you can never forgive.
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