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Author’s Note

I began researching this book in October 2006 by covering the Pop Lloyd conference outside Atlantic City, New Jersey, an annual gathering that celebrates the glories of the old black baseball leagues. That weekend was the first time I’d had the pleasure of interviewing distinguished Negro Leaguers. Among others, I spent an enlivening couple of hours in the company of Stanley “Doc” Glenn, the president of the Negro League Baseball Players Association’s board of directors.

Doc is a trim, soft-spoken man now in his eighties. A former catcher for the Philadelphia Stars of the Negro National League, he carries himself with a bearing almost military in its correctness. When Doc reminisces about the thrill of catching Satchel Paige, though, his eyes twinkle and an impish grin appears.

Glenn is blessed with looks that belie his age. “Good black don’t crack,” the late Buck O’Neil liked to joke when people complimented Buck’s appearance. Doc Glenn doesn’t waste a word; every phrase is measured, at least when a tape recorder is running.

Doc was a keynoter that evening at the Lloyd banquet. “You have a long time to be dead and a short time on this earth to do some good,” he told the audience, drawing warm applause. “There is no time to be bitter.”

He left such an impression that I bought a copy of his memoirs, Don’t Let Anyone Take Your Joy Away: An Inside Look at Negro League Baseball and Its Legacy. Doc’s book is full of much gentle wisdom; it should be required reading for young people of every race.

During our first interview, Doc had been reluctant to discuss his exposure to bigotry as a young man; he deftly sidestepped several questions. But when we met a second time that night, he shared a chilling story. In 1951, after seven years in the Negro Leagues, Doc was signed by the Boston Braves organization. That spring, the Braves’ minor leaguers trained for a time in Meridian, Mississippi.

The Meridian hotel where the Braves’ prospects were staying would not allow Doc, the team’s lone African American, to bunk there. Nor was he allowed to dine with white teammates in the hotel restaurant. Clerks insisted that Doc take his meals outside, on a patio next to the pool. Sensing an opportunity for sweet mischief, after each meal Doc would jump in and thrash around for a minute or two. And following each dip, the hotel staff would drain the pool—for fear that no white guest would deign to swim in water tainted by a black man.

Doc never made it to the big leagues. After leaving the Braves organization and spending a couple of years playing integrated ball in Canada, he returned to Philadelphia and expanded his wholesale electrical supplies business. Now, to his credit, he’s determined to help other former Negro Leaguers live their twilight years in dignity—and to ensure that their contributions to the pastime and society are not forgotten.

After I bade Doc good night, I drove to my motel a few minutes across town. From its decaying exterior, it was clear that the place had at one time been a Howard Johnson’s. Weeds now sprouted in a parking lot that hadn’t been paved in years.

Before checking in, I pulled into a gas station around the corner. Since this was New Jersey, where pumping your own gas is tantamount to a capital offense, an attendant trudged out.

He glanced at my out-of-state plates and asked, “Where ya headed?”

“Next door,” I gestured. “I’m spending the night there.”

He winced, then looked around in a conspiratorial way. “Be careful,” he hissed. “It’s all nig—” he caught himself—“All black back there, you know.”

Less than twenty minutes had passed since Doc had told me the Meridian story. Yet here was disheartening evidence that all these years later, ethnic fear continues to divide us. Even with an African-American in the White House, racial issues make many Americans uncomfortable, especially if we come from upbringings as cloistered as mine.

My childhood was spent in Warren, Pennsylvania, a stately Allegheny River town that struck it rich in the old oil days. The intervening decades haven’t always been kind; the specialty steel plants that kept the place humming were all but shuttered years ago. Like a lot of towns in the Rust Belt, Warren is hurting. But Victorian homes still grace boulevards lined with oak, maple, and birch.

A few of those manses were around in 1895, when a twenty-one-year-old infielder from outside Pittsburgh came upriver to play for Warren’s entry in the Iron and Oil League. Honus Wagner batted .377 that summer, presaging his greatness to come. Pop Lloyd, a nimble shortstop, was often called the “black Honus Wagner.” After Hans watched Lloyd in action, Wagner said he was flattered by the comparison.

Warren was lily-white in Hans’s day; the town’s ethnicity has changed little in the past century. It also happens to have been the hometown of Robert Peterson, the late journalist and historian whose 1970 book Only the Ball Was White spawned renewed interest in the Negro Leagues. Young Bob was a good enough catcher to have played against the Homestead Grays and other black teams as they barnstormed through Warren. He was behind the plate at Russell Field one afternoon when the Grays’ Josh Gibson hit a shot over the trees in left center that caused jaws to drop, Bob’s included. The indelible image of Josh’s blast never left Bob—nor did the specter of black men trying to get by in a segregated America.

“The arrival of black ballplayers was a signal event in Warren,” Bob wrote years later. “They were viewed as exotic figures from another world, which, in a sense, they were. I believe townspeople were more oblivious to race than racist. Still, the black men could not lodge in Warren’s two hotels, and no doubt they had to take their food at the back door of restaurants.”

I wish my recollections of Warren’s racial attitudes were as benign as Bob’s—but they’re not. One of my early basketball coaches loved to toss around the “n” word when appraising black players from Franklin or Meadville. The coach was also fond of derogatory labels such as “coon” and “chocolate drop,” as in “Dammit, don’t let those little chocolate drops beat you!” Despite his stirring oratory, teams with black players routinely stomped us.

Doc Glenn would be the first to tell you that he was a journeyman catcher. He’ll never be confused with Josh Gibson or Biz Mackey or Ted “Double Duty” Radcliffe or Joe “Pig” Greene or Quincy Trouppe or other iconic Negro League receivers.

But Doc’s book helped me grasp the sad nobility of blackball, a term that encompasses the Negro Leagues, both “major” and “minor,” as well as the full gamut of barnstorming outfits. As Bob Peterson put it, “Negro baseball was at once heroic and tawdry, a gladsome thing and a blot on America’s conscience.” The same can be said of the interracial exhibitions played against the backdrop of Jim Crow America. It took no small amount of heroism back then to stage certain black-white games—but the whole exercise was shamefully tawdry.

Interracial contests had been part of the pastime’s fabric for a half century before Satchel Paige, Dizzy Dean, and Bobby Feller came on the scene. Almost every luminary from baseball’s early days—black and white—played in these exhibitions. Interracial games were no different than other barnstorming affairs: they were fueled by club owners, players, and promoters out to grab extra cash. Black-white exhibitions evolved willy-nilly, usually at the tail end of the major leagues’ regular season. Still, they proved enormously popular. By the 1920s, interracial ball was so big among fans on the West Coast that it often eclipsed interest in the World Series, infuriating Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis.

A few years later, when Paige, Dean, and Feller were on the marquee, black-white games became even bigger box office. Think how Bill Cosby and Robert Culp stirred the cultural zeitgeist in television’s I Spy—and that was after passage of the 1960s civil and voting rights acts. Paige, Dean, and Feller were out on baseball’s hustings before Cosby was born—and long before bigotry became a societal epithet.

Historian Bruce Chadwick limned the beautiful grit of black baseball in When the Game Was Black and White. “All the [separate] seating sections in ballparks,” Chadwick wrote, “the angry orders that ‘niggers can’t dress here,’ the segregated restaurants, run-down black-only hotels, dirty laundry, ‘redneck’ cops, bigotry, and racism, all those things meant something. The Negro Leaguers didn’t just change baseball, they changed their country, forever.”

So, in a small but indispensable way, did the games that Paige and fellow blackballers played against Dean, Feller, and other white big leaguers in the years before integration. To be sure, these men were out to make a buck, not make history. Nevertheless, history was made. In their short time on this earth, they did some good.

—Timothy M. Gay 
Vienna, Virginia, 2009

  

Satch, Dizzy & Rapid Robert



PROLOGUE
 May 1942


It takes both black and white keys of a piano to 
play the “Star-Spangled Banner.”

—CHESTER L. WASHINGTON, COLUMNIST, 
PITTSBURGH COURIER

The crowd surging into Wrigley Field that late May afternoon was loud and raucous, looking for a good time. Chicagoans needed to smile: five months earlier, their lives had been upended by an abrupt bulletin from a navy base in Hawaii. The latest news from the Pacific Theater was bleak: after a bloody siege, Corregidor, the Allies’ last lifeline in the Philippines, had finally fallen. In all, some ninety thousand weary American and Filipino troops—many wounded or already suffering from disease and malnutrition—were now prisoners of the Imperial Japanese Army.1

This day, though, promised something of a respite from the travails against Tojo and Hitler. Baseball’s most flamboyant pitchers, longtime barnstorming rivals Dizzy Dean and Satchel Paige, were squaring off.

Promoted by black-sports impresario Abe Saperstein and billed as a fund raiser for wartime charities, the exhibition had been hyped hard in the Chicago papers. Ol’ Diz and his makeshift squad of white “all-stars” were taking on Ol’ Satch and his Kansas City Monarchs, perennial champions of the Negro American League (NAL).

Since first joining forces in 1933, the two consummate showmen had barnstormed together all over the country. A Diz-Satch game was almost as much vaudeville as baseball, often featuring dueling impersonations, pantomimed trash talk, feigned (and sometimes real) outrage at umpiring decisions, crazy-legged baserunning, and other goofball antics. The old troupers loved to put on a show—and the big crowd streaming into Wrigley knew it.

Dean and Paige were such surefire box office lures that Saperstein snagged them to meet in two other “war charity” exhibitions that spring, one at Griffith Stadium in Washington, D.C., the other at Victory Field in Indianapolis. Paige was so beholden to the cocksure promoter that Satch dubbed him “Abraham Lincoln-stein.”2

It was a Sunday, a few minutes before three o’clock. Many of the thirty thousand patrons pouring out of cabs and streetcars and pounding down the steps of the Addison Street L stop were dressed in go-to-meeting finery. In that era’s urban black culture, Sunday baseball was practically an extension of church service—“Amen!” and “Hallelujah!” giving way to “Attaboy!” and “Hum, babe!”

Most fans that afternoon were dark-skinned, an unheard-of happenstance at Wrigley, which had always been off-limits to black baseball. The Negro Leagues’ annual East-West Classic (all-star game) and other big blackball match-ups were traditionally played at Comiskey Park on the city’s South Side, home to a teeming ghetto known as the Black Belt.

In the early ’40s, though, the North Side still represented alien territory for Black Belt denizens. Many shops and taverns in the Lakeview neighborhood surrounding Wrigley refused service to people of color; those that admitted minority customers kept them a healthy distance from whites. African Americans were welcome to spend their money at Marshall Field’s and other State Street department stores—but only if they steered clear of dressing rooms, lest white shoppers take offense.3

Somewhere around twenty thousand full-throated Black Belters—fully two-thirds of the crowd—made it inside Wrigley that afternoon. As they bustled toward unfamiliar seats, many were craning their necks to glimpse the mythic Paige, the lanky Alabamian whom black columnist Wendell Smith had christened “The Million Dollar Stringbean.”4 In keeping with their customary Sunday ritual, the Stringbean, first baseman John “Buck” O’Neil, and other Monarchs were scoping the stands for fetchingly attired females. Women decked out in high heels and stylish frocks gave Sunday black baseball the patina of a fashion parade.

“My goodness,” Negro Leaguer Doc Glenn remembered. “It could be 90 degrees out, and a woman would be sitting there with her back just as straight as could be, and the men were the same. They’d come to the ballpark in shirts and ties, shoes shined, looking for women to woo.”5 Pictures snapped at the ballpark often dominated the society pages of African-American newspapers.

Milling around Wrigley that afternoon were hundreds of servicemen of both races. Their khaki and navy blue uniforms stood in stark contrast to the silk and sharkskin, the gray flannel and gabardine.

Bleacher seats that afternoon could be had for fifty-five cents; reserved tickets went for a pricey $1.10. Wrigley was buzzing with almost the same excitement it exuded during the ’32, ’35, and ’38 World Series—all, alas, disappointments for its Cubs.

Even the game-time announcement that Cleveland Indians fireballer Bobby Feller would not appear failed to dampen the crowd’s enthusiasm. It had been heavily publicized that Feller, a chief petty officer then studying gunnery tactics at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, would be granted a weekend pass and fly to Chicago to toe the same rubber as his barnstorming cronies.

Although a tender twenty-three, Feller was already a veteran of a dozen or more black-white exhibitions played from St. Louis to San Diego—many of them against Paige. Eight months earlier, Bobby had outdueled Satch at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis, 4-1, wowing a racially mixed albeit still segregated crowd.6

For the Wrigley game, Rapid Robert had promised to donate his thousand-dollar appearance fee to the Navy Relief Fund. Saperstein worked overtime to ensure that Feller’s gesture was applauded in the Daily Tribune, the Daily News, the Daily Times, the Sun, the Herald-American, and the black community’s Chicago Defender. Indeed, press accounts left the impression that proceeds would go to other service charities, when in fact the biggest chunks were being pocketed by Saperstein and his business partners, Monarchs owners J. L. Wilkinson and Tom Baird, not to mention the two headliners.

At the last minute, Feller’s superiors determined that the CPO couldn’t be spared; Feller’s leave was suddenly canceled. Black columnists, including the Defender’s Eddie Gant, accused baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis of backroom machinations in keeping Feller billeted at Newport.7

Landis loathed barnstorming, especially of the interracial variety. In two decades as commissioner, Judge Landis had gone out of his way to discourage white stars from “demeaning” the majors by competing against blacks. Moreover, despite increasing pressure from politicians and the press, Landis cynically thwarted any effort to hasten integration of the big leagues. Within a year, Landis purportedly quashed Bill Veeck’s attempt to acquire the Philadelphia Phillies and stock the team with Negro Leagues stars.

Even with Feller a no-show, there were plenty of other players—black and white—at whom the Wrigley crowd could marvel. The ’42 Monarchs club, Buck O’Neil always said, was one of blackball’s most luminous.8 Five of the men on the diamond that day, four of them African-American, would be enshrined in Cooperstown: the two headliners plus Hilton Smith, Willard Brown, and Frank Duncan. “You’ve been wanting to see our [black] boys against [white] big league stars and here is your chance,” the Defender reminded readers the day before the game.9

The Monarchs were led by charismatic catcher-manager Duncan, a two-decade veteran of blackball. Besides Paige, the Monarchs’ staff boasted curveballer Hilton Lee Smith, a barrel-chested righty. Smith’s curve dropped so demonically that Mexican fans nicknamed it El Diablo.10 In interracial exhibitions, Smith’s usual role was to relieve Paige after Satchel had handcuffed the big leaguers for a few innings. More often than not, Hilton proved as stingy as Satch.

Kansas City’s centerfielder was Willard “Home Run” Brown, a slugger of such prolific power that when he played in Puerto Rico, awed locals called him Ese Hombré—“That Man.” One winter, Ese Hombré reportedly won the Puerto Rican league’s triple crown with a .432 batting average, 27 home runs, and 86 RBIs—all in just sixty contests.11 Venerable Negro Leagues umpire Bob Motley thought that Brown’s intuitive genius for the game rivaled Willie Mays’s.12

With the exception of thirty-one-year-old Dizzy, who’d served (unmemorably) in the army as a teenager, members of the white team were drawn entirely from men on active military duty. The Wrigley exhibition, in fact, had originally been conceived as a way for the Chicago chapter of the Italo-American National Union to pay tribute to army private Henry “Zeke” Bonura.13 Big Zeke was a popular, if slightly screwball, former first sacker for both the White Sox and the Cubbies.

Bonura was usually ranked among league leaders in fielding percentage, but only because his range was so limited. He waved at nearby ground balls with what one wag called “the Mussolini salute.”14

Affectionately nicknamed “Banana Nose” or “Spaghetti Zeke,” Bonura often had trouble following signs flashed his way. One afternoon when Zeke was in the batter’s box, White Sox manager Jimmy Dykes kept signaling, to no avail, for Bonura to move a runner over by bunting. Finally, Dykes got so fed up he bellowed, “Bunt, you meathead! Bunt! Bunt! B-U-N-T!”15 Jimmy’s pleadings went unheeded: Zeke still swung away.

In 1938, after Sox owner J. Louis Comiskey, the son of franchise patriarch Charles, got wind of rumors that a romance was budding between his daughter and Spaghetti Zeke, Bonura was shipped off to the Washington Senators. Following Bonura’s banishment, manager Dykes didn’t bother to change the club’s hand signals, since Zeke had never learned them in the first place.16

The one genuine all-star on Dean’s roster was Cecil Travis, the sweet-swinging third baseman and shortstop of the Washington Senators. In 1941, Cecil’s .359 batting average finished second in the American League, behind only Ted Williams’s otherworldly .406. Even with Williams and Joe DiMaggio (Joltin’ Joe’s 56-game hitting streak occurred that same season) having big years, Travis was the only major leaguer in ’41 to collect more than 200 hits.

Most of Diz’s squad was made up of minor leaguers or major-league castoffs. It was this motley group that Saperstein had the temerity to bill as “all-star.” Abe, who generally collected a hefty 35 percent of the take, operated no differently from other promoters back then; he had journalists of both races, including the Chicago Defender’s sports editor, Frank “Fay” Young, on his payroll.17 Saperstein’s largesse paid off when the Defender described pedestrian hurler John Grodzicki as a “sensation” at Columbus in the American Association.18 Private Grodzicki had one job that day: to ready himself in the bullpen. Given the frailty of Diz’s arm, Grodzicki knew he would pitch the bulk of the game before yielding to the other pitcher in Dean’s bullpen, former Yankee farmhand Aloysius Piechota.

The bleacher bums jostling for tickets along Sheffield Avenue, though, had come to watch the two mound icons go mano a mano, if only briefly. Leroy “Satchel” Paige and Jay Hanna “Dizzy” Dean may have been of indeterminate age, but their impact on baseball and American culture was indisputable.

Paige and Dean first hit the barnstorming circuit together in the teeth of the Great Depression. At a time when baseball and other institutions were hemorrhaging, these incorrigible southerners helped stanch wounds. Before a 1931 game in Los Angeles, a promoter urged Paige to “put on a good exhibition.” To which catcher Larry Brown snorted, “Goddamn! That’s all Satchel’s got is a good exhibition!”19 Industrialist Henry Ford said in 1934 that Dizzy Dean had “done more to bring the world out of its doldrums than any other man alive.”20

Ol’ Diz and Ol’ Satch were, simultaneously, heroes and antiheroes of the Dirty Thirties, a brutish decade of breadlines, “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?,” and bank heists. “Them banks that weren’t closin’ was gettin’ robbed,” Dean liked to joke in later years.21

In the fall of ’34, the day after the FBI gunned down Pretty Boy Floyd in an Ohio cornfield, Diz was asked if he’d ever met Floyd’s family back in Oklahoma. “No,” Dean allowed, “but I heard they was nice folks, and Pretty Boy’s mama said he never did nuthin’ they say he did.”22

A couple of months later, newsreel cameras were getting footage of Dean relaxing at home in Bradenton, Florida, when word surfaced that the feds had Ma Barker and her son Freddie trapped in Oklawaha, two hours north. The crews frantically tossed their tripods into car trunks and sped off. They got there in time to photograph a grisly scene; after a six-hour shootout, some fifteen hundred bullet holes were found in the Barkers’ blood-spattered hideout, along with the lifeless bodies of Ma and Freddie. The next day, the cameramen returned to Bradenton (Diz modestly referred to the town as “Deanville”) to film America’s favorite pitcher grilling steaks and snoozing in a chaise longue.23

Even the gruesome Dust Bowl didn’t stop Paige and other black barnstormers from scouring the heartland in search of a few bucks. One of Satch’s mates remembered scenes that could have been penned by John Steinbeck. “It wasn’t a pretty sight. Everything was burnt up. Hot weather had people packing up and moving west. Every day you’d see people with stuff on the top of their cars [and] trucks.”24 It was not uncommon in the ’30s for black ballplayers to share a roadside meal with desperate Okies heading to California.25

The striking similarities between the two hurlers weren’t lost on contemporaries. “[Satch] is to colored baseball what Dizzy Dean is to the majors,” black columnist Chester L. “Ches” Washington of the Pittsburgh Courier opined in 1936, “with many debates developing as to which player is the ‘dizzier’ at times.”26

Neither was the Boy Scout type, which only heightened their public appeal. Paige was “not the kind of guy you’d want to introduce your sister to,”27 one of Satch’s teammates cracked. “Oh, old Satch could be a pain in the butt,” his barnstorming buddy Monte Irvin recalled in 2007. “[Paige] liked to party, and there were times he’d be partying when he should have been at the ballpark. If he saw a pretty girl, he might go wherever she was going.”28

Young Diz, too, knew how to slink from saloon to cathouse. While in their twenties, both reportedly contracted venereal diseases. Paige once mused that “Diz and me were about as alike as two tadpoles.”29 Larry Tye, Paige’s biographer, posits that their “fractured aphorisms were so alike it seemed that Satch and Diz were writing one another’s lines—or perhaps stealing them.”30

Many white men of that era would have been mortified to compete against a black man, for fear of public humiliation. Dean, a native Arkansan, not only embraced Paige and other black ballplayers but, to his enduring credit, praised them at every turn. “It’s too bad these colored boys don’t play in the big league, because they sure got some great players,”31 Diz said at a time when it was heresy for a white southerner to advocate integration. During their ’34 tour, Dean told Paige that if Satch were to join the Cardinals, between them they’d win sixty games. “Hell, Diz, I’d win sixty by myself,” Satch supposedly retorted. The Monarchs’ Newt Allen, a revered figure in blackball, called Dean “a prince of a guy.”32

Baseball’s clown prince began his reign just as radio was becoming the country’s dominant medium. His goober charm and proclivity for on-air howlers turned Dizzy into one of America’s first pop culture stars.

Satch and Diz reveled in the limelight. They knew the power they wielded and exploited it to the hilt. In an era when few ballplayers had much business savvy or the brass to pursue big-money endorsements, Diz finagled deals that must have made Babe Ruth’s head spin. Satch, for his part, pocketed appearance fees and gate percentages that caused fellow black players to shake their heads—and more than a few to shake their fists. When a blackball owner in the ’30s offered Paige $450 a month, Satch sneered, “I wouldn’t throw ice cubes for that kind of money.”33

They were straight out of Mark Twain: scheming rapscallions never beneath a scam, grubbing and squandering cash, yet living their lives with something approaching dignity, and—most of the time, anyway—leaving laughter in their wake.

Baseball’s Huck and Jim shared much in common: dirt-poor upbringings; dysfunctional childhoods; sketchy school attendance; scrapes with authorities; renegade reputations; a yen for shameless self-promotion; running gags about their birth dates; disdain for contracts and the executives who proffered them; an endearing gift for loopy language; wild windups that saw their arms and legs churn every which way; and sinew in their right arms that must have been blessed by Providence.

Even their vagabond ways evoked the restlessness of Huck and Jim. “I stopped [barnstorming] twice, but I had the misery with me,” Paige said in his twilight years. “You stay out a month and you get that itch on you.”34 Satch and Diz—together—scratched that itch so often they became America’s first black-and-white buddy act, trading playful gibes in the press.

Almost lost in all the folderol is their brilliance. At the time of the Wrigley exhibition, Paige had been a blackball legend for sixteen years—“Paul Bunyan in Technicolor,” as sportswriter Tom Meany put it.35 Thanks to his peripatetic travels, Paige’s star shone: he baffled hitters on two continents, various Caribbean islands, nearly a dozen countries, and every state in the union—except, Satch said, “Maine and Boston.”36 As hurler-for-hire he pitched before huge crowds in Yankee Stadium and on rocky sandlots from San Juan to Saskatchewan—and back again.

It’s been documented that in 1935 and again in 1941, Paige took the mound every day for a solid month.37 Another year he claimed to have appeared in 153 games and—who knows?—maybe he did.38

For years Satch had been only a rumor to most white fans. But early ’40s profiles in Time (which branded him “large, dark Leroy”), Life, and the Saturday Evening Post changed all that. “For the first time,” wrote black columnist Ric Roberts in ’42, “the white media [has] burned incense at the foot of a black man outside the prize ring.”39 Betraying the era’s casual bigotry, the teaser for the Saturday Evening Post’s article described Paige as “Chocolate,” then asked, “Is Colored Boy Leroy (Satchelfoot) Paige Baseball’s Best Pitcher?”40

By insinuating—incorrectly, by the way—that Paige owed his nickname to oversized feet, the white press was playing to wink-wink innuendo about the sexual potency of black men. In truth, given his six-foot-four frame, Satch’s feet were not so big. But by photographing his cleats close-up, journalists played to white readers’—and their own—prurient appetites.

Life’s photo spread in ’41 hailed Paige as a pitching machine who, in interracial matchups, nonchalantly shut down such white stars as Joe DiMaggio. Its pictures depicted Paige as a shiftless street punk—an image Satch was only too happy to perpetuate.

Almost everything about Paige’s on-field persona, from his stoop-shouldered shuffle to his what-me-worry? mien on the mound, reinforced racial stereotypes. “Remember the comedian ‘Stepin Fetchit’?,” Newt Allen once asked, referring to black actor Lincoln Perry, who depicted one servile character after another in Hollywood’s early talkies. “[Satchel] sounds just like him.”41 Almost overnight in the early ’40s, Paige became a household name in white America.

Dean had been a household name from the instant he first buttoned up a major-league jersey. Saturday Review essayist Norman Cousins once compared Dizzy to a “human sound track”;42 Dean arrived in St. Louis with a blare in 1931 and continued to screech with every appearance as a Cardinal and, later, as a Chicago Cub. Even before Dean threw a pitch in the big leagues, his mouthy exploits had been heralded by the likes of the New York Times’s John Kieran.43 By mid-decade, Dean had become baseball’s “new gate god, [Babe Ruth’s] successor to the throne of public appreciation and idolatry,” as Dick Farrington asserted in the Sporting News.44

Sportswriters of that generation had cut their teeth on Ring Lardner’s You Know Me, Al, his uproarious tales about the misadventures of a pitcher from the sticks. The real-life Dean was dizzier than any “busher” invented by Lardner. Dean captured Depression America’s heart almost as thoroughly as that other ’30s symbol, the racehorse Seabiscuit.45

Dizzy’s performance in the ’34 Fall Classic against the Detroit Tigers, where he won two games (including a shutout in the Series clincher), exchanged wisecracks with humorist Will Rogers, hobnobbed with Hollywood hotshots Joe E. Brown and George Raft, canoodled with screen seductress Mae West, chitchatted on the wireless with Antarctic explorer Richard Byrd, earned round-the-clock security protection after a feared kidnapping attempt, shook off a blow to the skull that sent him to a hospital, hectored opposing pitchers, mugged before dozens of cameras, and woofed into every notebook and microphone thrust in his direction, was the stuff of legend.

Paige and Dean fanned so many myths about themselves that, decades after their deaths, baseball scholars are still struggling to establish reality. “There shouldn’t be criticism of Dizzy if some of his narratives depart from the strict truth,” St. Louis columnist (and Dean ghostwriter) J. Roy Stockton wrote in the ’30s. “[Dean has] told so many whoppers so frequently and with such fancy embellishments that for the life of him, no doubt, he can’t differentiate between fact and fiction.”46

This much is certain: Dean and Paige were in on the joke. Both deliberately played the bumpkin; their “Bubba” images helped them cash in big-time. Paige mastered what baseball historian Jules Tygiel called “minstrel show one-liners.”47 Diz’s métier was the country boy yarn. Both knew how to mangle a quip to their advantage.

Reporters played along; Dean and Paige never tired of providing their pals with good copy. “How did I manage to stay in there pitchin’?” Diz rhetorically asked in a 1955 bylined article for the Los Angeles Times. “Not by bein’ no shrinkin’ violet!”48

The biggest difference between them was, of course, skin pigmentation. Paige was a street urchin who’d grown up in Mobile, Alabama. One of perhaps eleven children of a derelict father and an overwhelmed mother, he ran wild when not lugging bags at Mobile’s Louisville & Nashville Railroad depot. At age twelve, Paige was caught shoplifting cheap jewelry and, as a multiple offender, sent to a juvenile penitentiary.

Dean’s mother died of tuberculosis when he was still a boy. Two older Dean siblings failed to survive infancy. Dizzy’s father was a down-on-his-luck sharecropper who bounced from state to state trying to keep sow belly and cornmeal mush on the table for his three sons, the oldest of whom, Elmer, was mentally impaired. The Deans’ saga was so grim it could have been chronicled by Depression-era photographer Walker Evans. Dean senior even had the gaunt stare of the Dust Bowl refugees so poignantly captured in Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.

Another difference between Paige and Dean was durability. As young men, both threw an ungodly number of pitches in regular-season, postseason, and barnstorming play. They injured themselves at more or less the same time. Satch’s arm mysteriously gave out in the summer of ’38. For more than a year he was reduced to pitching for the “Baby Monarchs,” the franchise’s B team, throwing slop curves because his arm couldn’t withstand the stress of a fastball. Somehow Paige’s pitching arm recovered its former strength.

Diz wasn’t as fortunate. A line drive off the bat of the Indians’ Earl Averill in the 1937 All-Star Game at Griffith Stadium ripped into Diz’s left shoe, fracturing his big toe. Despite searing pain, Dean was determined to finish his three-inning stint; after all, his hero, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, was watching from a box seat. In the clubhouse afterward, Diz was in such agony that his cleat had to be removed with scissors.

At the insistence of Cards’ general manager Branch Rickey, who wanted his meal ticket back on the mound, Dizzy tried to come back too quickly. By the early ’40s, Diz was washed up as a big-league pitcher, ending his career with “just” 150 wins.

Dean still made a good living. Ten months before the Wrigley exhibition he had become a popular if unlikely broadcaster; on the side, he turned himself into a carnival attraction. Diz would show up at exhibitions like the one at Wrigley and make a few ceremonial tosses, all the while raking in a substantial “p-c”—barnstorming slang for a “percentage” of ticket sales.

“Ten years ago,” the Chicago Daily News observed the day before the ’42 Wrigley contest, “a mound duel between Dean and Paige would have been an epochal occurrence, but today ‘Dizzy’ is just a part-time pitcher while Paige threatens Cy Young’s record for longevity on the mound.”49

Adorned in ceremonial sashes, representatives of the Italo-American National Union presented Private Zeke Bonura with a radio and a basket of flowers that had bananas conspicuously hanging off its sides.50 Minutes earlier, Banana Nose had thrilled a group of soldiers and sailors by leaning across a railing and signing autographs, a scene splashed across the next day’s papers.

Once the pregame ceremonies were complete, the Wrigley crowd gave Bonura and other servicemen a warm ovation; then Dizzy, Zeke, Cecil, and their ragtag squad took the field. Dean, a Cubbie from ’38 to ’40, curiously chose to wear his old Cardinals’ uniform. The next day, a tsk-tsking Herald-American chided him for showing up in enemy colors, reminding Dean that his bum arm had cost the Cubs a painful $185,000.51

No matter: Chicagoans cheered as Ol’ Diz emerged from the dugout. Even Dean’s gait was countrified. He didn’t walk so much as waddle, his head bobbing as if heading off to a favorite fishing hole. Joshing with newspapermen before the game, Dean had said: “My only pitch now is my ‘hope pitch.’ I throw it and hope nobody behind me gets killed.”52

By then Diz was no longer an emaciated escapee from the Arkansas flatlands. Years of gluttony had fattened his six-foot-two frame; he was already heading well over two hundred pounds. Writer Paul Gallico once observed that Dean was “a strange looking fellow. He has high Slavonic cheek bones and a large, big-lipped mouth that is never quite closed.”

A sore arm didn’t preclude Dizzy from doing a whirling dervish windup, punctuated by a trademark leg kick, which sent his left cleat soaring head-high.

Diz and his hope ball set down the Monarchs 1-2-3, inducing outs from outfielder Bill Simms, third baseman Herb Souell, and outfielder Teddy Strong. Hilton Smith later conceded that the Monarchs had colluded not to embarrass Diz. Dean “wasn’t too good; we kind of carried him along.”53 Diz found a seat on the bench to concentrate on his managerial duties, which he was supposedly sharing with honoree Bonura. So Dean had an excellent vantage point from which to witness Paige’s grand entrance.

With twenty thousand or more black voices cheering each step, Satch sauntered out of his dugout. “Just the sight of [Paige] strolling languorously toward the mound,” historian Robert Peterson wrote, “was enough to send waves of excitement coming through the ballpark.”54 Paige walked something like a penguin, with feet jutting outward. He was so bony, Satch liked to joke, that “if I stood sideways, you couldn’t see me.”55 Paige’s skin was smooth and almost jet black; his hair at that point betrayed only a fleck or two of gray. His dark brown eyes had seen much sadness; only occasionally when photographers were around would Satch let them twinkle. Paige’s on-field theatrics belied his wariness around people—a lack of trust that he never quite got over.

But on the mound, Paige was pure entertainer. Washington Post columnist Shirley Povich called Paige’s pitching style “a one-man melee.”56 His languid leg kick made his ferocious pitches—each of which Satch nicknamed—seem even faster.

His high, hard one he called “Long Tom.” What sounds like a cut fastball was labeled “the Bat Dodger,” while his change-up was coined the “Four-Day” (or “Midnight”) “Creeper.” Satch’s old reliable was affectionately known as the “Bee Ball”—because, he said, “it be’s just where I want it to be.” Then there was his “Hesitation” or “Hiccup” pitch, where he dramatically paused in middelivery, his right arm frozen before it suddenly whipsawed the ball toward the plate. The great catcher-pitcher Ted “Double Duty” Radcliffe once said that handling Satch was “like trying to catch a freight train barreling at you with the brakes gone bad.”57

Long Tom and all the rest dizzied Dean’s doughboys. Satch, in the words of Defender columnist Young, “was ‘in his sins’ that afternoon.”58

Paige walked only one and gave up just two scratch hits in six innings. He fanned three hitters, a modest figure by his standards. “Paige was smart,” the Defender commented. “He went in there to pitch to the batters’ weaknesses.”59

Both of the safeties that Paige allowed came in the bottom of the third. One of Dean’s servicemen beat out a grounder—then advanced to third when the Monarchs’ second baseman, Bonnie Serrell, failed to cover first on a sacrifice bunt back to the mound and Paige’s throw toward first glanced off the back of the runner. An infield grounder plated the run. It was the only tally Diz’s squad would score all day.

When Willard Brown drove in the tying run in the top of the fourth, black fans went “into hysterics,” said the Defender.60 Grodzicki lived up to Saperstein’s hype, yielding seven hits but only one run in five clutch innings of relief. Zeke Bonura, the Associated Press observed, “showed nice form at first base, but failed to get the ball much past his waistline at the plate.” In three at-bats, Bonura grounded out twice and went down swinging. Cecil Travis also went zero-for-three.

Through six innings, the score remained 1-1. Al Piechota, with two lifetime big-league wins, took over for Grodzicki in the top of seventh and was greeted by Brown’s second sharp single.

Brown showed off his all-around game by swiping second for the second time that afternoon. When catcher Joe Greene “dumped a hump-backed line drive”61 into left center, Willard raced around third with the go-ahead run. The Wrigley crowd, wrote the Defender, went “wild with enthusiasm.”62 Satch’s mates pushed an insurance run across in the top of the ninth. The Monarchs ended up with eleven hits and three steals but scored just three runs—yet made them hold up.

Hilton Smith’s hook fanned three and shut down Diz’s men over the last three innings. The curveballer gave up only one hit, a line-drive single to lead off the bottom of the ninth; one out later, Cecil Travis came to the plate. Years later, Smith recalled that second baseman Serrell hollered over, “Make him [Travis] hit it on the ground!”63

Serrell proved prophetic. Fay Young described the game’s final moment: “Dangerous Cecil Travis, late of the Washington Senators, slammed one at [shortstop Jesse] Williams who came up with it, tossed to it Serrell to kill [Claude] Corbitt going into second and then Serrell’s rifle peg to O’Neil at first completed a lighting double play when [Buck] scooped the ball up with one hand.”64

The final margin was 3-1, Monarchs. Smith got credit for the win since the score was knotted when he took over for Paige. The losing pitcher was Piechota, who gave up two runs while working the last three frames.65 In the clubhouse afterward, Fay Young asked Dean to size up Satch’s performance. Without missing a beat, Diz declared, “Paige is the greatest pitcher I’ve ever seen.”66

That afternoon, Dean and Saperstein pleased fans by announcing that the Navy Relief Fund would still get the thousand dollars intended for the grounded Feller.67 Left unaddressed was how much other game revenue would be donated to service charities. Subsequent stories in the Defender suggested that no additional philanthropic contributions were made and blamed white reporters for misconstruing Saperstein’s pregame remarks.68 Three days after the Dean-Paige contest, Wrigley Field hosted a bona fide fund-raiser for wartime charities. A crowd only one-third the size of the Dean-Paige turnout showed up to see the Cubs take on the Cincinnati Reds.69

After Landis issued an edict that June barring major-league parks from being used for wartime exhibitions, Defender columnist Eddie Gant smirked that the judge’s crackdown on interracial games “serves to convince us beyond a reasonable doubt” that the commissioner always “disliked colored players and colored baseball.”70

Landis gave detractors more ammunition when he pulled levers to scrub the June 7 exhibition in Indianapolis. The commissioner again acted out of pique, angered that the Paige-Dean game in Washington, D.C., on May 31 had attracted an additional 22,000 customers, on top of the 30,000 who had paid their way into Wrigley on May 24. Landis was not only steamed that somebody else besides his club owners was making money on baseball; he was mortified that Satch, this time teamed with the Homestead Grays, had again dominated Dean and his white pros. In his five-inning stint at Griffith Stadium, Satch fanned seven in winning, 8-1.71 When Paige struck out the Washington Senators’ own Cecil Travis that afternoon, the crowd erupted, occasioning this account from the leading daily in the nation’s capital, the Washington Evening Star: “Negro blades in zoot suits stood and filled the air with ‘yippe,’ ‘yay,’ and ‘yea boy, yo’ got ‘im!’ Darkies did flip-flops.”72

The Defender’s Fay Young had been so stirred by the Monarchs’ performance in Chicago that his May 30 column did somersaults, too: “White and black baseball fans were out to see Satchel Paige—and they got what they came to see. They wanted to see Paige win because of the color prejudice in organized baseball—and although Paige left the game after six innings with the score tied, the fans were well pleased—and since the Monarchs won, everything was hotsy-totsy.”73

If only race relations in baseball—and society generally—were as hotsy-totsy as on that near-idyllic afternoon on the North Side of Chicago. In the middle of the Allies’ fight against fascism, whites and blacks peacefully gathered to celebrate the pastime. Blacks that day applauded the sacrifice of white servicemen. Whites saluted the brilliance of black men excelling at our national game. For a few brief hours, Wrigley’s residents set aside worries about their countrymen of all races being held at bayonetpoint on the Bataan peninsula.

Sadly, though, the Wrigley exhibition was the exception, not the rule. Jim Crow had America’s pastime by the throat. As the Los Angeles Times’s Jim Murray put it in a 1982 reminiscence, “Baseball, in those days, was as segregated as an Alabama rest room.”74

So was most of society, especially Chicago, notorious for decades as one of the North’s most racially divided cities. Just days before the Wrigley exhibition, the U.S. Navy announced that, despite yawning manpower shortages, it would delay induction of black sailors until segregated barracks at Chicago’s Great Lakes Naval Training Station could be completed.75 Maintaining Jim Crow, in other words, took precedence over mobilizing for a world war.

Until Eleanor Roosevelt personally intervened, African-American nurses were allowed to treat only black soldiers and wounded prisoners, not white GIs. The Defender ran an editorial cartoon that spring that showed a Wehrmacht officer with a swastika armband surveying race prejudice in the United States and gleefully rubbing his hands. Its caption read, “Every little bit helps.”76 By midwar, Hilton Smith, Willard Brown, and other Monarchs—more than half the team in all—would be pressed into military duty. Like all African-American servicemen, they served in segregated units.

Dark-skinned ballplayers back then were often treated as vagrants—or worse. Buck O’Neil recalled showing up for a game in Macon, Georgia, only to discover a Ku Klux Klan leader. “You boys aren’t going to play here tonight,” proclaimed the wizard. “We’re going to march.”77

Between the harsh realities of Jim Crow and the hostility of local cops, it was tough for black ballplayers to find a decent meal or lodging, let alone walk through a town square in the middle of the day. “Negro baseball truly mirrored the America of its time,” Bob Peterson wrote.78

Witting or not, the interracial forays of Satchel Paige, Dizzy Dean, and Bob Feller—games that fostered goodwill in communities across the country—helped “put a little dent in Jim Crow,” as Satch put it. Sadly, more than a few black-white contests—even those played as late as the ’40s—have disappeared into ether. In all, Paige appeared in some two dozen games against squads led by Dean and roughly double that against clubs captained by Feller. In addition, Satch hurled scores of exhibitions against teams headlined by other white stars. Dean and Feller, moreover, faced black clubs anchored by someone other than Paige about two dozen times each.

In the ’30s and ’40s, it was exceedingly rare for whites to share public venues with dark-skinned people—and vice versa. The allure of these famed flamethrowers, however, packed fans of both races into ball yards from Seattle to the Bronx. Often, blacks and whites sat or stood shoulder to shoulder. The quality of ball they witnessed was often inspired. Bob Feller called black-white games “real grudge matches.”79 Feller’s touring mate Washington Senators’ first baseman Mickey Vernon remembered that interracial games played in front of large black crowds were particularly intense, complete with the occasional knockdown pitch. “But in the small towns, they’d be more casual, because there were no colored fans in the stands.”80

When Dizzy Dean and his crazed pal from the Cardinals’ Gas House Gang Pepper Martin barnstormed through a small town, they liked to stir things up by standing on opposite sides of the main drag, noisily exchanging insults and bragging about what they were going to do in that day’s game.81 Their sidewalk smack worked: they usually packed ’em in—especially when Satch was involved.

Paige, Dean, and Feller spent much of their lives combing America’s back roads—part of the last gasp before television, mass marketing, and interstate highways forever dulled our culture. They were, in some ways, baseball’s first free agents: flinty entrepreneurs hell-bent on earning something akin to what they were worth.

The vast majority of their interracial contests took place before Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier. Paige, Dean, and Feller attracted hundreds of thousands of enthusiastic and, in the main, accepting Americans of both races. The caricatures that have evolved around them—Paige as blackball’s Stepin Fetchit, Dean as hapless hillbilly, and Feller as crass money-grubber—do a disservice to their legacy. Such labels fail to take into account the remarkable role all three played in helping America become a better place. Their exhibitions helped puncture baseball apartheid; they went a long way toward making the game a national pastime.

“When you talk about the giants of civil rights in this country, you begin with Lincoln and Jefferson, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Dred Scott and John Brown’s body and F.D.R. and the Warren Court—and, of course, Dizzy Dean and Bob Feller,” argued Jim Murray in that ’82 column. Some of Diz’s and Bob’s greatest pitching duels, the Pulitzer Prize–winning Murray wrote, were “against a superannuated, gangly black who had to wear four pairs of socks so his legs would be visible and gripped a baseball with spidery fingers and skinny wrists no bigger than a rubber band.”82

Buck O’Neil played in dozens of interracial games. As O’Neil delivered his graveside eulogy to his gangly friend Satchel Paige in June 1982, he was surrounded by fellow Negro Leaguers. “Our lives have been beautiful,” Buck affirmed, “but it could have been better. I was cheated. Yeah, all of these men were cheated. This is America, and that shouldn’t have happened. [But] I do think that our baseball did so much toward changing [our country].”83



ONE
Interracial Barnstorming Before Satch


Over the years, a rich store of baseball lore accumulated around barnstorming experiences. …Such scenes were a measure of the depth 
and spread of baseball’s roots.

—HAROLD SEYMOUR, BASEBALL: THE GOLDEN AGE

Herman Wouk once wrote that the past of immigrant America is like a fog: “Clutch at it and it wisps through your fingers.”1 Much of interracial baseball’s saga before Paige, Dean, and Feller came along is similarly elusive. Yet games between all-black and all-white squads had long been a staple of barnstorming. Indeed, virtually all of early baseball’s demigods—from pitcher Walter Johnson and outfielder Ty Cobb to blackball ace Cyclone Joe Williams and peerless shortstop Pop Lloyd—played in interracial exhibitions.

These black-white games “revealed a fundamental irony about baseball in the Jim Crow era,” historian Jules Tygiel observed. “While organized baseball rigidly enforced its ban on black players within the major and minor leagues, opportunities abounded for black athletes to prove themselves against white competition along the unpoliced boundaries of the national pastime.”2

No baseball boundary was as unpoliced as barnstorming’s. The term is a vestige from a bygone age. Many nineteenth-century farm communities lacked halls or theaters, so itinerant entertainers—early vaudevillians, black-faced musical minstrels, even actors doing abridged versions of Shakespeare—would perform in barns, packing them to the rafters. As William Safire’s New Political Dictionary explains, politicians eager to cultivate the farm vote began “storming” barns, too.3

Later the phrase was adopted by stunt pilots, who charged fairgoers a few bucks for the thrill of buzzing barns in a biplane. The Oxford English Dictionary, as Thomas Barthel’s Baseball Barnstorming and Exhibition Games, 1901–1962 points out, defines barnstorming as being applied “deprecatively to a strolling player.”4

The reception to early baseball barnstorming, however, was anything but deprecatory. Fans turned out in droves. How else could folks in the hinterlands see their heroes up close? When a barnstorming team came barreling through, local leaders declared a holiday. Schools and businesses often closed early.5

Hitting the road helped black teams and white teams fill their coffers. It also provided entrepreneurial players with a chance to earn extra cash if their clubs didn’t do the organizing.

Until the 1940s, paychecks for white big-leaguers arrived only during the season. Barnstorming, then, became an important way to fatten money clips during the fall and winter. But for black players, barnstorming was a life preserver that kept them afloat since their “regular” pay was so meager. Kent State University historian Leslie Heaphy argues that the majority of games played by black teams during the course of a typical season were exhibitions of one kind or another—not “official” league contests.6 Barnstorming became such a profitable enterprise for white professionals that some autumns during the Roaring Twenties, a dozen or more squads were out on the circuit, many of them competing against black teams.7

America’s first recorded game between an all-black squad and an all-white team took place in 1869, four years after the Confederate surrender at Appomattox, Virginia. The contestants were the black Pythians of Philadelphia and a Caucasian nine comprised mainly of Philly newspapermen known as the City Items. Angered that the National Association of Base Ball Players had rejected their application for membership on racial grounds, the Pythians pummeled the Items, 27-17.8

This inauspicious meeting was the genesis of hundreds of interracial games over the next three-quarters of a century. Certain exhibitions were products of choreographed tours, where a white “all-star” team would take on a black unit (often an aggregation playing under the banner of the “Colored All-Stars” or the “Colored Elite Giants” or some other convenient label) several times over the course of a week or so.

Most black-white games, however, mirrored other postseason barnstorming. They tended to be hastily arranged affairs thrown together by players and promoters as the regular season was winding down. Interracial “barnstorming” covers the full swath of contests, from nationwide cavalcades to onetime exhibitions; from games in the Caribbean and other remote places to marquee matchups before massive crowds in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles.

The first known encounter between black and white “professional” teams took place in 1885 when the Cuban Giants, an outfit founded by black waiters at Long Island’s Argyle Hotel, met the New York Metropolitans of the American Association. Gotham’s original Mets triumphed, 11-3.9 The black players attempted to disguise their identities by jabbering in Spanglish, hoping to pass themselves off as real Cubans so they could join a white circuit. The ploy didn’t work, although it foreshadowed similar fakeries to come.10

At that time, blacks had not yet been barred from white professional leagues. In 1883, Moses Fleetwood Walker, an alumnus of Oberlin College and the University of Michigan Law School, was signed as a catcher for the Toledo Blue Sox of the Northwest League. When the Northwest loop transformed itself into the American Association, it became in the eyes of baseball officialdom a “major” league. Two years later, the Toledo franchise collapsed; Fleet Walker returned to the “minors” by joining Cleveland’s Western League club. It would be another six decades before someone of black African descent played in the big leagues.

The first black baseball association, the League of Colored Baseball Clubs, lasted all of two weeks before disintegrating in the spring of 1887. On July 14 that season, white baseball’s most forbidding figure threatened to boycott an exhibition against the Newark minor league club because it employed a black pitcher. Adrian “Cap” Anson was the revered player-manager of Albert Spalding’s Chicago White Stockings of the National League. Anson was also an unalloyed bigot who had long made noises about refusing to play against blacks.11

In all likelihood, Anson’s 1887 walkout was staged—probably in collusion with Spalding and other owners, who were convinced that blacks on the field meant poison at the box office. That same day, perhaps not coincidentally, International League owners adopted a prohibition against black players.

New York Giants manager John “Muggsy” McGraw enjoyed wintering in Cuba so much in the early 1900s that he opened a casino there. Muggsy’s Havana nightclub soon became an off-season hangout for his Runyonesque pals, including Damon Runyon himself.

White players loved the quick buck they could make in Cuba. Black players, for their part, felt welcomed in the racially tolerant Caribbean, which they weren’t in the States. Many black stars joined Cuban winter league teams in the early twentieth century, staying for weeks or months at a time. In other years, entire U.S. black teams would descend on the island to play a slate of games against local squads.

In 1910, American League president Ban Johnson, embarrassed that members of the world champion Philadelphia Athletics had been cuffed around by Cuban clubs, tried to decree the island off-limits to AL teams.12 A year later, McGraw brought his National League Giants—including Big Six himself, pitcher Christy Mathewson—to Cuba in late November. Although McGraw’s men won nine of twelve games against a team known as the Blues, there were some ragged moments in Havana. In her memoir The Real McGraw, Muggsy’s widow recalled that after the Giants lost two of their first three games, McGraw roared: “Take the next boat home! I didn’t come down here to let a lot of coffee-colored Cubans show me up!”13

In game four, Matty hooked up with José Méndez, a brilliant all-around Cuban player whose dark skin consigned him to blackball. Méndez gave up just five hits, but Matty allowed only three in a 4-0 Giants win. McGraw’s joint must have been jumping that night. Before the first pitch, the Giants scared up eight hundred bucks, found a pliant Havana bookie, and wagered the bundle on themselves.14

For years, Muggsy kept a diary of the black players he would sign if he lived long enough to see the fall of the big-league color barrier.15 He didn’t. Toward the end of his life, McGraw turned against integration, apparently believing that society would never accept it.16

One noteworthy black-white series took place the year after the Chicago Cubs won their last world championship. In October 1909, the second-place Cubbies, who’d won 104 times that season but lost the chance to defend their Series crown to Honus Wagner’s Pirates, played a three-gamer at Gunther Park against submarine screwballer Rube Foster and his Leland Giants, as they were then known. Some thirty thousand fans of both races packed Gunther for the series.17

The second game ended in a blaze of catcalls and recrimination. Foster, recovering from a broken leg suffered three months earlier, was protecting a 5-2 lead in the ninth when the Cubs rallied for three scores. With the winning run—in the person of Frank “Wildfire” Schulte—camped at third, Foster called time-out to discuss his team’s options with colleagues on the beach.

Columnist Ring Lardner, a devotee of blackball, was there to describe the bizarre goings-on. “As [Foster] left the field, the Cubs rushed onto the field protesting that Foster had no right to delay the game… Amid the arguing, Schulte suddenly dashed for home. Foster whirled and fired the ball to catcher Pete Booker, but the ump ruled Schulte safe on a very close play, whereupon the exuberant Cubs fans swarmed on the field. Foster was fit to be tied, but the ump ruled the Cubs winners.”18 Rube’s team also narrowly lost the other two games of the series.

The rotund Foster was not only among the best hurlers of his generation (Rogers Hornsby, never noted for effusive praise of blackballers, called Rube “the smoothest pitcher I’ve ever seen”19), but he would become the key figure in founding the Negro National League. As a field manager, Foster forged blackball’s pedal-to-the-metal style of play: stealing bases, slapping bunts, and hitting-and-running with abandon.20 Eventually known as the Chicago American Giants, Rube’s team became a template for other black franchises. Watching the American Giants take the field in their Old English–script “CAG” jerseys, the young Buck O’Neil remembered, was “like seeing the gods come down from heaven.”21

Foster and his CAGs would take on anyone, anywhere. In 1910, his squad integrated the California Winter League, establishing an interracial tradition in West Coast off-season ball that endured for four decades.22 In 1920, Foster realized his dream of organizing a black baseball association. Rube’s Negro National League—the first black baseball circuit truly professional in scope—lasted ten years before being snuffed out by the Depression.

Foster died young in 1930 after a crippling bout with mental illness. His body lay in state for three days. Three thousand mourners braved Chicago’s winter chill to pay their respects.23

Early interracial ball’s most unsettling episode took place in the fall of 1915. The Indianapolis ABCs, a black team led by flinty twenty-one-year-old center fielder Oscar Charleston, played at home against a makeshift squad that included a pair of Detroit Tigers, shortstop Donie Bush and outfielder Bobby Veach.24 The white team was leading 1-0 in the fourth inning when Bush was called safe on a disputed play at second. Second baseman Bingo DeMoss, who’d applied the tag, howled in protest. Charleston, a native of Indiana whose temper was almost as prodigious as his talent, charged in from center and punched the white ump in the jaw. “In an instant,” blackball historian John Holway writes, “players and fans were mixing it up on the field in what was called a ‘near race riot’ before police broke it up with billy clubs.”25

Charleston and DeMoss were carted off in a paddy wagon. After the ABCs’ owner put up bail, Charleston apologized and the two brawlers were released. They promptly lit out for winter ball in Cuba.

Dizzy Dean once said that Charleston “could hit that ball a mile—he didn’t have a weakness” at the plate.26 “The Hoosier Comet” also didn’t lack for toughness, having run away from home at age fourteen to join the army. He served in the Philippines, helping to quell a guerrilla uprising that turned savage on both sides. Monte Irvin relates in Few and Chosen: Defining Negro Leagues Greatness that Charleston once confronted a robed Klansman, ripped off his hood, commanded him to speak—and lived to tell the tale.27
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Few social experiments in the early twentieth century were carried out with the panache of James Leslie Wilkinson’s All-Nations team. The All-Nations were inveterate barnstormers, precursors to the Kansas City Monarchs, and the only truly integrated club of its era.

J.L., the son of the president of Iowa’s Algona Normal College, became smitten with baseball as a youngster. To escape the wrath of a disapproving father, J.L. took to pitching under an assumed name.

In his teens, much like Rogers Hornsby and Joe Wood at comparable ages, J.L. signed on with one of the traveling Bloomer Girl baseball teams—typically, an actual girl or two surrounded by crudely disguised young men. After sporting a wig for a few weeks, Wilkinson was promoted to the group’s manager. He showed promotional savvy by adding a marching band and a professional wrestler.

Weary of baseball in drag, Wilkinson decided that a racially integrated club might draw even bigger crowds than his “girls.” His initial sponsor was a Des Moines sporting goods store. When one of the proprietors ran off with the team’s cashbox, J.L. took over as owner.28

The composition of his artfully branded “All-Nations” team was breathtaking for 1912: Wilkinson, who was white, employed African Americans, Native Americans, Cubans, Asians, Polynesians, Italian immigrants, even a woman he christened “Carrie Nation”—although she had no connection to the ax-wielding antisaloon zealot. Never beneath a little hucksterism, J.L. had his charges do plenty of clowning. Still, he insisted that his All-Nations travel first class; he acquired a $25,000 Pullman coach and transported portable bleachers and a canvas fence.29 Wherever his rail car was sidetracked, folks got their money’s worth: after games, he often staged wrestling matches and dances.30

In 1915, the year D. W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation was released, Wilkinson moved his All-Nations club to Kansas City to take advantage of the city’s superior rail connections and burgeoning black population.31 By then he had enlisted some first-rate African-American ballplayers, among them John Donaldson, a southpaw often compared to Rube Waddell; future Satchel Paige mentor and beanball artist William “Plunk” Drake; and infielder extraordinaire Newt Joseph.

The All-Nations barnstormed all over. In ’15 and again the following year, they thumped Rube Foster’s Chicago American Giants, earning a favorable review in Sporting Life. Wilkinson had assembled “an outfit that baseball sharps claim is strong enough to give any major league club a nip-and-tuck battle, and prove that it is possible for blacks and whites to play on one team”32—rare praise in an America where people were flocking to see Griffith’s “heroic” Klansmen rescue Southern belles from buck-toothed black soldiers.

In 1920, Wilkinson renamed his club the Monarchs, reviving the moniker of an old Kansas City blackball squad, and converted it into an all-African-American outfit. The Kansas City Monarchs became bulwarks of the original Negro National League; over time Wilkie became Rube Foster’s great ally and one of the game’s biggest benefactors. J.L. also became the driving force behind many of the interracial barnstorming tours of Satchel Paige, Dizzy Dean, and Bob Feller—serving as the linchpin of a syndicate that often included Wilkie’s pal Abe Saperstein (later to achieve fame as the founder and coach of the basketball’s all-black Harlem Globetrotters), promoter Ray Doan, and a cabal of blackball booking agents. Wilkie and his compadres carved up spheres of influence like nineteenth-century European potentates. Sometimes blackball agents were at war—but most of the time they behaved like a cartel.

Throughout the Depression years, J.L. gave his Monarchs humane salaries when he could have gotten away with paying less.33 He also pioneered the use of portable lights for night baseball, beating the big leagues by a half decade. His gasoline-powered engine made a deafening racket, belched blue smoke, and cast such a shallow arc that fielders had trouble following pop-ups. But it thrilled fans and effectively doubled the games his barnstormers could play.34 To pay for his contraption, Wilkie enlisted Kansas City pool hall magnate Tom Baird, who became his partner in the Monarchs.

Saperstein, whom Newsweek later dubbed the “Little Big Man of Hoops,”35 was a key Wilkinson ally. Abe opened the Chicago market to big-money blackball; his baby, the late summer East-West game at Comiskey Park, became the Negro Leagues’ biggest stage. At key moments, Saperstein also served as Satchel Paige’s booking agent, spokesperson, and public relations consigliere.

By the mid-’30s, Wilkie’s Monarchs had become America’s most popular traveling club—in no small measure because they frequently played white teams.36 The Michigan-based Old Testament fundamentalist sect House of David also turned to Wilkinson to promote its touring clubs of bearded ballplayers; eventually, Wilkie acquired ownership of the hirsute wonders. Under his leadership, the various squads playing under the aegis of the House of David stumped all over the country. “[Wilkinson] not only invested his money, but his very heart and soul” in baseball, black columnist Wendell Smith wrote.37

Barnstorming was so big it enticed even baseball’s highest-salaried players. George Herman “Babe” Ruth, by far baseball’s biggest attraction of the ’20s and early ’30s, loved the extra spending cash that barnstorming brought him. Most falls, the Babe was out on the road.

In his misspent youth, Ruth had run the mean streets of Baltimore with kids of every ethnic stripe. Babe respected opponents regardless of skin color; he relished the chance to compete against black players.

Jealous peers, in fact, looked at Ruth’s flat nose and thick lips and accused him of a mixed racial heritage.38 His reform school chums called Ruth some variation of “Nigger Lips” a hundred times a day, Leigh Montville wrote in The Big Bam.39 The “part nigger” innuendo dogged Ruth all his life.

According to research conducted by Ruth biographer Bill Jenkinson, the Babe’s barnstorming itinerary included games against black teams in 1918 (when he was still a member of the Red Sox), then again in some seven of the off-seasons between 1920 and 1935 (after he’d left the Yankees and joined the Boston Braves).40 Ruth’s black-white contests ran the gamut from spirited competition with and against top-notch players to glorified pickup games, where he was the sole white attraction surrounded by local stiffs.

With the Great War still raging, the ’18 major league season ended in early September. The September 15, 1918, Hartford Courant reported that Babe, fresh off the Red Sox’s controversial World Series triumph over the Chicago Cubs, had played the previous day in New Haven with a Connecticut outfit called the Colonials. Ruth’s homer accounted for the Colonials’ only tally in a 5-1 loss to the black Cuban Stars.

Two years later, a crowd of ten thousand in Philadelphia’s Shibe Park saw the African-American Atlantic City Bacharach Giants beat “Bustin’ Babe,” as the Philadelphia North American called him, and his all-stars, 9-4. Among the major leaguers touring with Ruth that fall were veteran catcher-outfielder Wally Schang (who’d hit .305 in ’20 for the Red Sox), young outfielder Lefty O’Doul (who’d appeared in just thirteen games that year for the Yankees), and Carl Mays (who went 26-11 that season), the Yankee whose submarine pitch had killed Cleveland’s Ray Chapman a few weeks before, major league baseball’s only on-field fatality.

The North American scolded Ruth’s boys for sloppy play, saying they “booted and kicked chances galore.” Atlantic City’s “dusky skinned athletes” got to Mays and his “sieve defense” for eight runs over the first five innings, most of them unearned. The Bacharachs’ ace, Hall of Fame right-hander Dick “Cannonball” Redding, gave up only one run—a Bambino homer, naturally—through the first eight innings. In the ninth, though, Cannonball misfired, giving up three tallies after Ruth led off with a single.41

Cannonball was a pivotal figure in early blackball and had become the Bacharach Giants’ player-manager. Redding could neither read nor write but the 225-pounder could throw the ball as hard as anyone. In 1919, the native Georgian reportedly threw a no-hitter at his archrival, the equally powerful part-Indian black player Cyclone Joe Williams, only to lose the game. Two years later, Redding was said to have beaten Carl Mays in a fifteen-inning marathon, 2-1.42 The Chicago Defender claimed that in an early ’20s exhibition, Cannonball struck out nineteen big leaguers.43 Redding’s career eventually stretched twenty-seven years. A veteran of the front lines in France during World War I, he died in a mental hospital at age forty-nine.

Later on the 1920 tour, Mays and Ruth were joined in Buffalo by former New York Giants hurler Jeff Tesreau and Yankees catcher Truck Hannah for a pair of games benefiting Canisius College. The big-leaguers hooked up with a local semipro nine known as the “Polish Nationals.”44 On consecutive days they faced a black squad operating under the name “Pittsburgh Colored Stars.” The black club included sidearm flinger John Emery and, it’s believed, eventual Hall of Fame third baseman William “Judy” Johnson, who would have been twenty-one that fall and playing in Pittsburgh.

Babe, a converted Catholic, put on quite a show for Canisius’s Jesuit fathers, playing first base, right field, and pitcher, even turning in a one-inning stint as a left-handed catcher. He also crushed two homers, eliciting “deafening screeches from the kiddies,” the New York Times reported.45 Ruth and the Polish contingent won, 10-0, that afternoon, then beat Emery and the Colored Stars again the following day before another overflow crowd.

Ruth’s enthusiastic embrace of black-white games helped pave the way for Paige, Dean, and Feller. One of Ruth’s last interracial contests came in October 1935 against Luis Tiant Sr., the Cuban southpaw. Twelve thousand New Yorkers at the Dyckman Oval, the Washington Heights diamond that served as the home of the New York Cubans, saw “Lefty” Tiant hold the Babe to just one hit.
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