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Name: Jackie Robinson


Born: January 31, 1919


Died: October 24, 1972


Position: Baseball Player/Trailblazer


Career Highlights:


• First African-American to play Major League Baseball


• Rookie of the Year in 1947


• National League MVP in 1949


• World Series Champ in 1955


Interesting Facts:


• He played four sports in college: football, basketball, track, and baseball.


• His brother Matthew won a silver medal in the 200-meter dash—losing to Jesse Owens—at the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin.
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Jackie Robinson of the Brooklyn Dodgers


Jackie pretended his broom was a baseball bat.


“Thirteen of us got on the train!”


He saw a huge swimming pool.


Jackie wound up and threw.


A local politician handed Jackie a certificate and a ten-dollar bill.


“Hey, you kids! Get out of there! Now!”


The Robinson family huddled around the radio.


“I have to work tonight.”


At UCLA , Jackie became a star.


“Get to the back of the bus!”


Jackie glanced around the office.


Jackie led the league in stolen bases.
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FIGHTING BACK


SWEEP . . . SWEEP . . . sweep . . .


Eight-year-old Jackie Robinson brushed the big broom across the sidewalk in front of his little house on Pepper Street in Pasadena, California. All five of the Robinson children had a job they had to do every day. Jackie’s job was to keep the sidewalk spotless.


It wasn’t a hard job. In fact, Jackie was having fun. He pretended that his broom was a hockey stick, and he fired a slap shot into an imaginary net. Whack! The dirt flew into the street. Then he pretended his broom was a golf club, and he drove a tee shot far down an imaginary fairway. Wham!


It was October 1927. Jackie had heard about a famous baseball player named Babe Ruth who hit an amazing sixty home runs that season. Nobody had ever done that before. Jackie pretended his broom was a baseball bat, and he cracked a home run over an imaginary centerfield fence. Smash! The dirt went flying off the sidewalk.


It was a joyful time. Jackie was lost in his thoughts and fantasies, imagining that he was a famous athlete.


Suddenly, a girl about Jackie’s age came out of her house down the street. She saw Jackie. Her face immediately twisted up into a scowl and she spat out just one word. “Nigger!”


With that one word, Jackie’s mood changed instantly. The happiness he had been feeling washed away from him. It was replaced by anger, a deep anger that began to well up inside him.


Jackie had heard the word before, but nobody had ever said it to him. He knew it was a bad word. It was a word that some white people would use against people who looked like Jackie—people who had dark skin.


“That girl doesn’t even know me,” Jackie thought to himself as he stared at her. “We never talked. Why is she calling me names? How can she possibly dislike me so much?”


Jackie was too young to understand how people of different races and ethnic groups sometimes don’t get along together. It didn’t make sense to him. People were just people. Why should somebody’s skin color have anything to do with the kind of person he or she was? But the girl had made him very mad, and he wanted to make her mad right back.


He remembered something his older brother Frank once told him. Frank said that back in Georgia, where the Robinsons used to live, the worst thing you could call a white person was “cracker.”


“Cracker!” Jackie yelled at the girl. She ran back into her house and slammed the door.


Jackie went back to his sidewalk sweeping and forgot about the girl. He pretended that his broom was a tennis racquet, and he smacked a backhand across an imaginary court. Slam!


At that moment a rock whizzed past Jackie’s head. It smacked into the tree behind him with a thud. Jackie stiffened. He spun around to see where the rock might have come from. A man was standing in front of the girl’s house. He was staring at Jackie. “It must be her father,” Jackie thought.
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“Hey, you!” the man yelled. “Are you bothering my daughter?”


Jackie didn’t answer. He knew that a black person who talked disrespectfully to a white person could be hurt—or even worse. He just looked at the man, trying to decide what to do next.


“I’m talking to you, boy!” the man hollered, picking up another rock and heaving it toward Jackie. The rock skittered across the sidewalk, bounced off the step, and landed near Jackie’s feet.


Jackie felt anger rising up within him again. “I wasn’t bothering that girl,” he thought. “She was bothering me.”


He thought about his options. He could ignore the man and continue his sweeping. He could shout back at the man. He could run inside and tell his mother what had happened.


The man bent down to pick up another rock.


Jackie stopped wondering what he should do. Furious, he quickly picked up the rock on the sidewalk in front of him. Planting his left foot the way he’d seen baseball players do it, Jackie shifted his weight back on his other foot. Smoothly, he moved his body forward, bringing the rock over his head and whipping it as hard as he could at the man.


The rock hurtled through the air directly at the man’s head. The man dove out of the way.


The rock just missed him. Jackie picked up another rock, planted his foot steadily, and hurled it at the man as he was getting up. The rock struck the man on the leg.


Jackie picked up another rock. The man dashed up the steps to his house. Jackie threw the rock just as the man’s screen door slammed. The rock clattered off the railing.


“I’m gonna call the cops on you!” the man shouted from behind his door. “You people just don’t know how to behave like civilized human beings!”


Jackie’s chest was heaving. He was filled with hatred and anger and humiliation. But a tiny part of him also felt good. He felt good because he fought back. He didn’t just take it. He decided right there that nobody would ever treat him like that and get away with it.


Jackie finished his sweeping and went inside his house. He had survived his first experience with racism. It would by no means be his last.
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A NEW LIFE


“TELL US the story, Mom!” asked Willa Mae Robinson. The Robinson family gathered on the porch of their little house on Pepper Street.


“Oh, not again!” groaned Mrs. Mallie Robinson. “That’s ancient history.”


“It was just seven years ago, Mom,” Mack Robinson pointed out.


“I’ve told you that story a million times,” Mallie complained. “You children need to go to bed. You have school tomorrow.”


“Pleeeeeeeaaaaase?” five young voices begged.


“ ‘Well . . . okay.” Mrs. Robinson sighed.


The stars were beginning to come out in the sky as Mallie settled into her rocking chair. Her children crowded around her, elbowing their way so they could be closest to their mother.


The oldest was seventeen-year-old Edgar. On the other side of Mrs. Robinson sat Frank, who was sixteen, and Mack, thirteen. On the floor at Mrs. Robinson’s feet sat eleven-year-old Willa Mae and the “baby” of the household, eight-year-old Jackie.


“My grandfather was a slave,” Mrs. Robinson began softly.


The Robinson children knew that until the end of the Civil War, black people were brought over from Africa in ships and forced to live and work in America. They couldn’t vote. They weren’t paid. They didn’t have the freedom to go wherever they wanted, or do what they wanted. Many white people treated African-Americans as less than human, almost as if they were animals.


“All five of you were born in a little farmhouse just outside Cairo, Georgia,” Mrs. Robinson continued. “Its in Grady County. Southern Georgia. Just above Florida. The soil was red clay, and we grew turnips, cotton, peanuts, corn, and potatoes. We raised hogs, turkeys, and chickens.”


“What about our daddy?” Jackie asked.


“Don’t be asking about Daddy,” Edgar snapped angrily. “Daddy was a bad man.”


“Hush, Edgar,” Mrs. Robinson said softly. She sighed as she stroked her youngest son’s head. “Jackie was too little to know. The boy’s got to be told at some point. Your daddy’s name was Jerry Robinson. He couldn’t read or write, so the best job he could get was working on a plantation for twelve dollars.”


“Twelve dollars a week?” Mack asked.


“No,” Mrs. Robinson replied. “Twelve dollars a month. It was one step up from slavery. You see, that’s why I always tell you kids how important it is to study hard and do well in school. Anyhow, your daddy didn’t like farming. One day he told me that he wanted to move to a city and get a job.”


“But you wouldn’t go, right, Mom?” asked Willa Mae happily.


“I had your five mouths to feed. At least on the farm I could get enough food for you all. Your daddy and I argued about it. And then one day—I remember it was almost six months to the day after Jackie was born—your daddy told me he was going to visit his brother in Texas.”


“Did he?” Jackie asked.


“I don’t know,” Mallie replied. “I never heard from him again.”


There was silence as all five Robinson children thought about what their mother had said. The sound of crickets chirping was all that could be heard.


“Where is our daddy now?” Jackie asked.


“I do not know,” Mrs. Robinson said firmly, “and I do not care.”


“So you came to California, right, Mom?” Willa Mae asked excitedly.


“Don’t be getting ahead of me, Willa Mae. When your daddy left, Mr. Sasser, the owner of the plantation, told me to get off his land.”


“So what did you do?” Willa Mae asked.


“It was hard times for me. I was thirty years old. I had five kids. No husband. No job. No money. I looked around and saw nothing but poverty and prejudice. So I decided to go. Somewhere. Anywhere.”


“To California, right, Mom?” Willa Mae chirped.


“To California. My brother, your uncle Burton, lived here in Pasadena. He told me to come out here and move in with him until I could get my own place. So I sold all the furniture we had and a lot of our clothes, too, until I had enough money to buy train tickets. My sister, your aunt Cora, and her family did the same. And I still remember that night—May 21, 1920—thirteen of us got on the train—”


“The Freedom Train, right, Mom?”


“That’s what I called it. It pulled in at mid-night. We said our good-byes to our friends and the few relatives who decided to stay in Georgia. I had three dollar bills sewn into the lining of my coat. It was all the money I had in the world. And I carried baby Jackie—he was just sixteen months old—in my arms onto that train. He slept most of the way to California. It was the start of a new life for us.”
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Mallie put her hands on the wooden arm-rests of the rocking chair and leaned forward. The children knew story time was over.


“Tell us more, Mom!” Jackie begged. “Pleeeeeeeeease?”


“Hush!” Mrs. Robinson said softly. “Now go to bed. All of you.”
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DOING GOOD BRINGS GOOD


TWELVE MILES east of Los Angeles, California, is a much smaller city named Pasadena. It is just below the San Gabriel Mountains, which gives the area its warm, dry air. The word Pasadena means “the valley” in the language of the Chippewa Indians who settled there hundreds of years ago.


When the Robinson family left Georgia and arrived in Pasadena in 1920, it was like they had entered an entirely new world.


Pasadena was one of the wealthiest cities in the United States. The streets were filled with mansions, and millionaires. The three dollars sewn into the lining of Mallie Robinson’s coat would not last long.


The Robinsons squeezed into Uncle Burton’s three-room apartment. The first thing Mallie did was get a job to support her family. It wasn’t hard to find work as a cleaning lady for the wealthy white people of Pasadena.
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