







Dear Reader:

The Childhood of Famous Americans series, seventy years old in 2002, chronicles the early years of famous American men and women in an accessible manner. Each book is faithful in spirit to the values and experiences that influenced the person’s development. History is fleshed out with fictionalized details, and conversations have been added to make the stories come alive to today’s reader, but every reasonable effort has been made to make the stories consistent with the events, ethics, and character of their subjects.

These books reaffirm the importance of our American heritage. We hope you learn to love the heroes and heroines who helped shape this great country. And by doing so, we hope you also develop a lasting love for the nation that gave them the opportunity to make their dreams come true. It will do the same for you.

Happy Reading!

The Editors
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Dedication
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Dedicated to Ciudad Sportiva

I am grateful to the National Baseball Hall of Fame and the Pittsburgh Pirates for taking the time to answer all of my questions.

—M.D.
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Full pages

Roberto and all his friends had fun playing.

Roberto worked in the cane fields beside his father.

Roberto and his father rode home from the fields.

Every day Roberto went for milk for Señora Ruiz.

Roberto rode up on his shiny new bicycle!

Roberto’s messy hair broke the barber Fidalgo’s combs.

A man strolled over to watch the game.

Roberto streaked past.

On October 9, 1952, Roberto joined the Santurce Crabbers.

Roberto spent most of his time on the bench.

He held onto the ball.

Roberto enjoyed visiting children in the hospital.

The eleventh player to get three thousand hits.

On March 20, 1973, Roberto Clemente was voted into the Baseball Hall of Fame.
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Play Ball!


ROBERTO CLEMENTE LOVED to play baseball more than anything else. Even when he didn’t have a ball to play with, he and his friends hit tin cans. Often they used any kind of a stick they could find as a bat.

Roberto was born on August 18, 1934 in Puerto Rico, a sunny island in the Caribbean where people spoke Spanish. He lived in the small town of Carolina, which was near San Juan. The youngest of seven children, he had two sisters—Rosa and Ana Elise—and four brothers—Luis, Matino, Andres, and Oswaldo. Luis and Rosa were Roberto’s mother’s children from her first marriage. They were much older than Roberto. Sadly, Ana Elise died when Roberto was very young.

Like most of the men in Roberto’s neighborhood, the Barrio of San Anton, Roberto’s father, Melchor Clemente, worked in the sugarcane fields. He worked very hard, and had been promoted to a foreman. He oversaw the work of a crew of sugarcane cutters. Even so, he did not make very much money.

In the wintertime the children went to school Mondays through Fridays, but after school and until mid-summer they helped with the work. During the day Roberto’s older brothers went with their father to the fields to work, or sometimes they helped in the little store which their parents ran out of their home. Señor Clemente also had an old truck that he used to make extra money. With the truck, he hauled sugarcane or building materials or anything else that needed to be moved. Señor Clemente and his wife, Luisa, both worked very hard to have enough money to take care of their family.

One summer day, Roberto had helped his brothers Matino and Andres load the truck with sand. After they finished their work, he ran to the field across the road from his house to see if there were any boys playing baseball.

José was already there with his broomstick bat and a pile of tin cans. “Roberto, will you pitch to me?” José called.

Roberto went to the pretend pitcher’s mound by the tin cans and tossed a can to José. He swung at it and missed. Their rules were that if the hitter missed, he had to be the pitcher for the other boy. But José protested, “I didn’t see the can coming! Pitch another to me!”

“Okay,” Roberto said, and pitched another can. This time José hit it. Roberto threw a couple more cans until José finally missed one. Now it was José’s turn to pitch to Roberto.

José threw the cans high and low. Sometimes he tossed the can so crooked that Roberto had to leap to the side to swing at it. But Roberto always hit the tin can. José complained, “I always have to be the pitcher, because you never miss!”

Roberto laughed. He loved playing ball, and liked being able to hit so well. Sometimes he hit the tin cans so hard that they sailed across the field to the banana trees.

“Okay, you can be the hitter and I’ll toss the cans to you,” he said to José. “But first we need to pick them up.” The boys scrambled all over the dusty field to pick up the many cans Roberto had hit.

They collected all the tin cans and once again placed them in a pile next to where the pitcher would stand. José grabbed the stick and ran to the batter’s place. Roberto picked up a can and started to throw it to José. In the distance he saw some of the men walking down the road. They were coming home from the sugarcane fields.

Quickly he tossed the can for José to hit, and then he turned to leave. “I need to go meet my father!” he called back over his shoulder.

Nearly every day Roberto met his father at the sugarcane fields, and rode home with him on his horse. Melchor Clemente had a horse to ride because he was the foreman.

Roberto ran down the road. He ran past the men in their large straw hats, wearily carrying the machetes that they used to cut the cane.

Soon he saw his father astride his big brown horse. “Papa! Papa!” he called. His father saw Roberto running to meet him. He leaned down from his saddle and put out his arm to help Roberto up onto the horse. Roberto took his father’s hand and climbed up behind him.

Roberto put his arms around his father’s waist and they started down the dusty road. Roberto loved to ride the horse home with his father. When they reached their house, he slid down and then his father dismounted. He helped his father take the saddle off, lead the horse to the small corral, and close the gate.

José was still in the field batting at the tin cans. He was throwing them up in the air and hitting them. “Roberto, come play ball!” he called.

Roberto looked at his father for permission. Melchor Clemente nodded. “You can play for a while, but be sure to come when you are called for dinner.”

Roberto’s father went into the house. He was very hot and tired from his long day of hard work in the sugarcane field. He was glad to wash up in the cool, fresh water and to sit down as Roberto’s mother cooked the evening meal for the family.

Roberto ran over to where José was standing with his broomstick bat over his shoulder. He picked up a can and tossed it to José. He swung and hit it. Roberto tossed another can and again José hit it. Then he missed, and it was Roberto’s turn to hit. José threw can after can to Roberto, and he hit the cans all over the field!

It was José’s turn at bat again when Roberto’s older sister Rosa called him.

“Momen [pronounced Momay], come in for supper.”

José was disappointed. “Do you have to go? We won’t have time for you to pitch the cans for me to hit.”

“We can play after dinner. I’ll pitch to you,” promised Roberto.

“Momen!” Rosa called again.

Roberto dropped the can he was holding. “I’ve got to go now.” He started across the road.

José asked, “Why does your sister call you Momen?”

Roberto laughed. “She just does. I am Momen.” And then he said, “I’ll be out to play after I’ve eaten.”

Roberto ran across the road to his house. He was very proud of his house and his family. Although they did not have much money, their wooden house was bigger than most of the houses in their barrio. The big front porch kept the sun from beating into the rest of the house, and breezes blew through the open windows. They had a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and five bedrooms. They also had an indoor bathroom, which most of the other houses did not have.

“Come to eat,” called his mother as she set out the rice and beans on the table for the children to eat. His father sat down in a big chair by the open window in the living room. In most Puerto Rican families, the father was served his food first and then the mother would serve the children.

Oswaldo said, “Papa should eat first. We should wait. He has worked hard all day in the fields.”

“Come, Papa, for your supper,” Rosa said. “We will wait.” She looked at the food on the table. “Maybe there won’t be enough.”

Melchor Clemente smiled as he looked at his wife. They believed in feeding the children first, then eating what was left. “No, this is what your mother and I choose. Because of the war, sometimes food is hard to get. We want you to have enough food to eat, so that you will grow strong. There will be plenty for us to eat when you have finished. Now eat your mother’s good food.”

Roberto did not understand about the war. It did not seem to have anything to do with Puerto Rico, but his mother and father said the United States was at war with Germany and Japan. German submarines lurked unseen in the waters along the coast of their island, so it was difficult for Puerto Rico to ship the sugar to the United States to sell. And the foods that Puerto Ricans needed could not be shipped onto the island.

Roberto’s family laughed and talked as they ate. The older boys talked about playing baseball after their supper. Roberto asked, “May I play, too?”

His father laughed. “That’s all Roberto wants to do … bat a ball around!”

“We don’t need to worry whether he has enough food,” his mother replied. “He’d rather play ball than eat.”

Roberto smiled shyly and looked down at his plate. He didn’t say anything. He just hoped his big brothers were going to play ball this evening and that they would let him play with them.

“Come on, Momen. We’re going down to the Barrio San Anton School to play in the kids’ league,” said Matino.

“Can José come, too?” asked Roberto. “I promised to play with him after supper.”

“Of course—we were planning on him playing, too.”

“Who else is playing?” asked their father.

“Everyone,” answered Andres. “José will be there, Cousin Lorenzo, and several others.”

“Aren’t they all much older than Roberto?” asked their father. “He’s only eight.”

“Sure, but don’t worry about Momen,” Matino answered. “He plays as well as most of the big kids. He was born to play baseball!”

José was waiting in the field across the road with all the tin cans when Roberto and his brothers started down the road to the field by the schoolhouse.

“Come on, José,” Roberto said, waving to him. “We’re going to play at the schoolhouse.”

Roberto and his brother Oswaldo ran down the road to catch up with Matino and Andres. “Wait for me!” José called.

Roberto stopped by the side of the road and waited for José while Oswaldo went on to the field. When Roberto and José arrived, most of the kids were already there. The bigger kids had bats made from guava trees, gloves made from coffee bean sacks, and a ball made of tightly wound rags.
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Though the sun was sinking in the west, its rays, as they slanted through the palm and bamboo trees, were still hot. The air was quiet and warm and moist. The boys ran to take their places on the field. They were ready for a fast and exciting game.
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