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“Does a better job than any book before of getting at what it means to be Willie Mays.”
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— San Francisco Chronicle 

“James S. Hirsch compellingly recounts Mays’s career... giving even Mays’s iconic moments, such as ‘the Catch’ in the 1954 World Series, a sense of tension as if they were unfolding anew. ... Great baseball reading, by an accomplished writer... about a wondrous ballplayer and man with gifts beyond the diamond.”
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“A strong book that is as much a history of American race relations as it is a sports story.”
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— Library Journal 

“Willie Mays is one of the most captivating figures in baseball history. Play after play, year after year, he thrilled us with his unmatched combination of speed and power, skill and daring. Hirsch tells us Willie’s compelling story, from his humblest of upbringings in Alabama to his rise, in the face of immense prejudice, to become one of Major League Baseball’s early African American players to his becoming an enduring American icon as the ‘Say Hey Kid.’ I love Willie Mays because he played his game and lives his life with more than talent—he has the mind and heart of a champion.”

—President Bill Clinton

“It’s really a pleasure to read the true facts about the life and career of the greatest center fielder of all time.”

—Kareem Abdul-Jabbar
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 To the memory of Cat Mays, 
who gave his son his greatest gifts,
and to Mae Allen Mays, 
whose grace and beauty 
touched the soul of a legend. 
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WILLIE MAYS



PROLOGUE

On May 24, 1951, a young center fielder who had dazzled crowds in the minor leagues left Sioux City, Iowa, traveling light: a change of clothes and some toiletries, his glove, his spikes, and his two favorite thirty-four-ounce Adirondack bats. The twenty-year-old Alabaman was driven to the airport in Omaha, Nebraska, where he bought a ticket from United Airlines for an all-night journey, landing in New York early the following day. He had been there once before, three years earlier, to play in the Polo Grounds with the Birmingham Black Barons. On that team the veterans had protected him, instructing the youngster on how to dress, act, and play ball; on how to represent his team, his city, and his race. But now, on a sunny morning at La Guardia Airport, Willie Mays slid into the back seat of a taxi and pressed his face against the window, alone. He had never seen so many people walk so fast in his life.

Mays was driven to the midtown offices of his employer, the New York Giants, and promptly escorted inside. At 5-foot-11 and 160 pounds, he did not yet have the sculpted body that would later evoke comparisons to Michelangelo’s finest work. He was taut and fluid, but not physically imposing. Only his rippling forearms and massive hands, each one large enough to grip four baseballs, hinted at his crushing strength.

Mays entered the office of Horace C. Stoneham, the Giants’ shy but personable owner, who was rarely seen in the clubhouse or interviewed by reporters. He had thinning hair, a ruddy complexion, and thick-framed glasses, and while his counterpart at the Brooklyn Dodgers—Walter O’Malley—had the aura of a corporate chieftain, Stoneham more closely resembled a rumpled bank manager who preferred the intimacy of his office to the bustle of the lobby. Alcohol was his most notorious vice, but undue loyalty wasn’t far behind. He liked to hire family members and fellow Irishmen and hated to trade or cut Giants who had lost their usefulness. But give him his due: he cared deeply about his players, about their finances, their family, and their well-being, and he would help them as he would his own children.

He also needed good players, and he never needed one more than he needed Willie Mays.

The Giants were a family business, and Stoneham was only thirty-two when he inherited the team after his father’s death in 1936. At the time, the Giants were the National League’s preeminent franchise, having won eleven pennants and four World Series since the turn of the century. They captured consecutive pennants in Horace’s first two years at the helm—clubs essentially assembled by his father—but the team grew stale, fan interest declined, and championships became a memory.

In 1951, after a dismal start, the Giants risked, not just a losing season, but irrelevance or even ruin. The franchise had lost money in each of the last three years and had been eclipsed by New York’s other baseball teams. Their blood rival, the Brooklyn Dodgers, had won three pennants in the last decade, with Ebbets Field featuring social history as well as fierce competition. Since 1947, the Dodgers had been led by Jackie Robinson, whose breaking of the color barrier, combined with electrifying play, made for riveting theater. Yankee Stadium, meanwhile, was its own showcase of dominance and glamour: five World Series championships in the past decade, one deity in center field. Joe DiMaggio would turn thirty-seven in 1951, his final season, after which the landscape would be ready for a new hero. But the Yankees had already found their next wunderkind in the zinc mines of Oklahoma. The rookie Mickey Mantle—his brawn and speed exhaustively chronicled in spring training, his alliterative name tripping off the tongues of wide-eyed reporters, his blond crew cut and blue eyes capturing the hearts of young fans—was poised to be Gotham’s next baseball god.

Who needed the Giants?

“Glad you could make it so soon,” Stoneham told Mays as the rookie entered his office. “But they aren’t glad where you came from.”

Mays, confused, said nothing.

“The Minneapolis fans,” Stoneham said. “They’re upset.” Mays had begun the season with the Minneapolis Millers, a Giants’ farm club. In thirty-five games, he had hit .477; one searing drive, in Milwaukee, punctured a hole in the fence. Stoneham told Mays that the Giants were putting an ad in a Minneapolis newspaper to apologize for taking the local team’s prodigy. “We’re going to tell them,” Stoneham said, “that you’re the answer to what the Giants have got to have.”

Mays remained silent.

“It’s unusual, I know,” Stoneham said, “but—is something the matter?”

Mays finally found his voice, high-pitched and earnest: “Mr. Stoneham, I know it’s unusual, but what if—”

“What if what?”

“What if I don’t make it?”

Stoneham pointed to a folder on his desk, stuffed with papers. Mays saw his name on the cover.

“You think we just picked your name out of a hat?” Stoneham demanded. “You think we brought you up because somebody saw your name in a headline one day in Louisville or Columbus or Milwaukee or Kansas City? You think nobody’s been watching you? You think managers haven’t been up nights doing progress reports, that our own scouts haven’t checked you out time and again? You think all of this is something somebody dreamed up in the middle of the night two days ago?”

Mays stood there, unsettled by the barrage.

The owner pushed a buzzer beneath his desk and spoke into the intercom: “Ask Frank to come in here.” He looked at Mays. “Got luggage?”

“No, sir. It’s still back in Minneapolis. They’re sending it on.”

Stoneham nodded and pushed the buzzer again. “Ask Brannick to save out seventy, eighty dollars,” he said, referring to the team’s dapper traveling secretary, Eddie Brannick. Then to Mays: “Buy yourself a couple things—underwear, shirts, socks—until your stuff gets here.”

The door opened, and Frank Forbes, a black fight promoter hired by the Giants to be Mays’s chaperone, walked through. “Here he is,” Stoneham said. “Take him with you.” He extended his hand. “Good luck, Willie.”

“Thank you, Mr. Stoneham. I hope I can get into a few games, get a few chances to help. I hope you won’t be sorry.”

“I won’t be sorry.” Stoneham turned away, then suddenly turned back. “Get in a few games? Get a few chances to help? Don’t you know you’re starting tonight?”

Mays’s mouth went dry. “Starting? Where?”

Stoneham glared at him, then laughed. “Center field!” he barked. “Where else?” He looked at Forbes. “Get him out of here, Frank.”

The Giants were already in Philadelphia, where they would begin a three-game series that night at Shibe Park. Forbes and Mays hustled to Pennsylvania Station, boarded a train, and sat in a Pullman parlor car. Mays had seen the opulent coaches in the movies, the ubiquitous Negro porter fawning over white passengers. But now Mays was the passenger, and the swivel armchairs were layered with meaning. His father, Willie Howard Mays, Sr., had been a Pullman porter, making beds in the sleeping cars chugging out of Birmingham. The train’s quiet rhythm lulled the white passengers to sleep, and the elder Mays, wearing a white jacket, would listen to the sound of the whistle at night, signaling which engineer was driving the train. “He’d lay his hand on that rope,” he said, “and it was like an autograph.”

Now his son sat in a Pullman car, heading south on an eighty-five-mile trip that the young man could not have envisioned even a month earlier, with the clicking of the wheels saying to Willie: You’re a Giant. You’re a Giant. You’re a Giant. You’re a Giant.... 

Willie Mays began his major league career poorly—he went 1-for-26—but he slowly found his way. He blasted home runs over the lights at the Polo Grounds, chased down fly balls in the cavernous outfield, unleashed deadly throws to the plate, and ran the bases with daring glee. But what mesmerized his teammates, what captivated the crowds, was his incandescent personality, bringing, his manager said, “a contagious happiness that gets everybody on the club” and moving Branch Rickey to observe that the rookie’s greatest attribute “was the frivolity in his bloodstream [that] doubled his strength with laughter.”

Newspapers promptly hailed the “Negro slugger” as “the Amazing Mays” and “the Wondrous Willie,” a unique blend of speed and power who performed with childlike exuberance. But the most prescient account appeared on June 24 in the New York Post —one month after his debut—which chronicled a stunning baserunning feat as “part of the legend” of this new marvel.

Long before his Rookie of the Year Award, long before his two Most Valuable Player awards and his one batting title and his 12 Gold Gloves, long before his 24 All-Star Games and his 3,283 hits and his 660 home runs, and long before “the Catch,” Willie Mays was a legend. And by the time he retired, he was an American icon whose athletic brilliance and stylistic bravado contributed to the assimilation of blacks during the turbulent civil rights era, a distinctive figure of ambition, sacrifice, and triumph who became a lasting cultural touchstone for a nation in search of heroes.

Mays represented the quintessential American dream. He was the poor Depression-era black kid from the segregated South who overcame insuperable odds to reach the pinnacle of society, and he succeeded by hewing to the country’s most cherished values—hard work, clean living, and perseverance. He also benefited from great timing. Had he been born fifteen or even ten years earlier, he would have played most if not all of his career in the Negro Leagues, probably remembered, along with Josh Gibson, Oscar Charleston, and Cool Papa Bell, as a mythic but ill-defined figure who was victimized by America’s racial hypocrisy. Had he been born ten years later, he would never have been part of perhaps the most celebrated era in sports history—New York in the 1950s—when baseball dominated the sports culture, integrated teams stole the march on civil rights, ballparks sponsored miracles, and legends were born.

Mays was the youngest black player to reach the major leagues, and his ascension in 1951 coincided with other powerful social and economic forces. Television, for one, was emerging as a transformative medium in sports. Fans across the country could now watch baseball in real time, the grainy black-and-white images turning an anonymous player into a national hero (Bobby Thomson, following his “Shot Heard ’Round the World,” being the most conspicuous example). Several decades would pass before baseball highlights became daily fare, but television still contributed to Mays’s popularity by broadening access to his spellbinding performances: the spinning catches followed by laser throws; the churning legs rounding second base, his feet barely brushing the dirt, his cap sailing off like a flimsy derby in a windstorm; the giddy smile that bespoke his love for the game. Mays was a completely new archetype, the first five-tool player before anyone else had even opened the shed.[1] But he always saw himself as an entertainer first, and television gave him a national stage.

Mays was an unlikely celebrity, but he flourished in an increasingly intense media culture. He appeared on television variety shows, talk shows, sitcoms, and in documentaries—timid, to be sure, but also handsome, respectful, and self-deprecating. Magazines splashed him on their covers while recording artists celebrated him in song, screenwriters immortalized him in films, and cartoonists grandly etched him in print. He was the game’s first true international star, playing before huge crowds from Mexico to Venezuela to Japan in winter league games or exhibitions. He was a worthy antidote to Ralph Ellison’s lament that the Negro was the “Invisible Man.”

Mays’s star power made him the most luminous prize in baseball’s great migration westward in 1958, when the Giants and Dodgers moved to California. This shift symbolized the broader demographic tilt of the country and turned the national pastime into a transcontinental enterprise. Mays benefited from baseball’s entrance into new markets and new stadiums with new corporate sponsors, all of which helped make him the highest paid player in the league, topping the magical $100,000 figure in 1963. He left the game ten years later, just as the system that had restricted players from the open market was about to collapse. A new era of baseball was about to begin.

Mays’s career exquisitely overlapped one of the great social movements in American history—the modern civil rights era. One of the most recognized and admired black people of that period, Mays led by example, yet his role in the movement became the most controversial part of his legacy. In some quarters, he was scorned as a “do-nothing Negro” or an Uncle Tom for refusing to actively support civil rights or even to speak out when he himself was victimized or his hometown of Birmingham was terrorized. But Mays countered racial discrimination on his own terms in ways that he understood—as a role model who never drank or smoked, who avoided scandal, and who gave his time and money to children’s causes; as a player who excelled through discipline, preparation, and sacrifice; and as a man who brought Americans together through the force of his personality and his passion for the game. Mays knew his influence, particularly on the bigots. “I changed the hatred to laughter,” he said. “That’s what I think.”

Mays also had his disappointments. His first marriage ended badly, with a painful public divorce and an adopted son with whom he is no longer close. (His second marriage, however, to a beautiful, educated professional has been a source of love and strength for more than thirty-five years.) Financial troubles, caused mostly by overspending, dogged him through his playing days. Bad financial advice cost him as well. He was one of the most durable players in history, but the pressures took an enormous toll, physically and emotionally, causing several hospitalizations during his career. At times gruff and impatient, Mays was not the easiest to approach, and his desire for privacy contributed to flare-ups with reporters, some of whom attacked him in print. The give-and-take of friendships was not his strength. His distrust of others, born of betrayals and affronts, ran deep, and strangers with uncertain motives needed to tread lightly when they entered his space.

Who is Willie Mays? It’s a fair question. He has a small circle of loyal friends who love him unconditionally, but even they rarely see his wounds. To his fans, he has long been an enigma who spoons out just enough biographical morsels to nourish their curiosity but not satisfy their appetite.

The pity is that the most appealing parts of Willie Mays have nothing to do with baseball.

But baseball is his rightful legacy, and now, almost sixty years after he nervously asked Horace Stoneham if he was good enough, his accomplishments loom larger than ever. Baseball has never been more popular, but the steroid era—an endless train of congressional hearings, legal maneuverings, and hollow pledges of reform—has tainted records, vindicated cynics, and placed the biggest names under suspicion.

No one ever doubted Willie Mays. He not only played the game as well as anyone who’s ever taken the field but he also played it the right way. He is now revered for capturing the joy and innocence of a bygone era, a transcendent figure who is compared to the most important men in American history. In the presidential campaign of 2008, Barack Obama emphasized his biracial appeal by pairing John F. Kennedy with Martin Luther King, Jr.; Abraham Lincoln with Willie Mays.

Heady company indeed, though maybe not a stretch for a man who seemed to embody the impossible. “The first thing to establish about Willie Mays,” Jim Murray once wrote, “is that there really is one.”



CHAPTER ONE

ALABAMA ROOTS

It was a mineralogical oasis in the land of cotton and corn, a swath of hard, jagged terrain through central Alabama whose riches lay dormant for thousands of years. Jones Valley was bounded on one side by Red Mountain, packed with limestone and iron ore, and on the other by low ridges that covered precious veins of coal. Dolomite lay beneath the valley itself. These raw materials allowed the region’s largest city, Birmingham, founded in 1871, to become the industrial heart of the South. Its main product: steel.

The cornfields surrounding Birmingham gave way to a new pyrotechnic vision. Twenty-ton electronic locomotives hauled coal or iron, blasted from their ancient beds, to the sweltering mills, where hundred-foot-high blast furnaces coughed smoke and flame and sprawling open-hearth ovens converted molten iron to steel. By the late 1930s, the valley produced more than 4 million tons of ore and 13 million tons of coal each year. The largest company—Tennessee Coal, Iron & Railroad (TCI), a subsidiary of U.S. Steel Corporation—hailed “the adventure of steel making” for its wholesome conveniences: “the family automobile, the kitchen sink, your lawn mower, the bed springs that make possible a comfortable night’s rest.”

This great adventure would not have been possible without black miners and millworkers. Many were farmers who came to “the Pittsburgh of the South” believing that heavy industry would deliver them from agrarian poverty. In 1922, the novelist Clement Wood, describing a black family’s move from rural Alabama to Birmingham, captured the era’s promise in all its volcanic glory: “A spell had been laid over everything—a spell of hot beauty. The sky was washed with a flaming glow, brightest upon the bellies of the low-hovering clouds. A pillar of solid fire shone off to the left; then a long mound of red winking eyes; and in the building directly in front, ruddy gold flame... even the car tracks pulsed gold.”

Willie Mays grew up in the mill towns outside Birmingham, but for him the sky was not washed with a flaming glow and the car tracks did not pulse gold. He wanted nothing to do with steel, wire, or coal or with the other menial jobs that were then available to black men in the South. “I didn’t have any heroes,” he later said, “who folded underwear in a laundry.” While his success in baseball could be traced to his sublime natural skills, it was also driven by more pragmatic considerations. Willie Mays wanted a better life for himself and his family, and baseball was his ticket to that life. His father made sure of it.

Willie Howard Mays, Sr., was born in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, in 1911, when most southern blacks were Republican, the party of Emancipation. So he was named after William Howard Taft, the Republican in the White House. The corpulent president was an ironic namesake: Willie Mays’s nickname was Kitty Cat or just Cat, a reference to his feline grace and explosive quickness. He did everything fast—talked fast, played cards fast, walked fast. But most of all, he was cat-quick on the baseball field. Small and muscular, he did not so much glide after a ball—he pounced. He had a bowlegged, pigeon-toed walk, a gait that his son would inherit. Cat Mays’s father, Walter Mays, was a sharecropper and a fine pitcher in his own right, and Cat Mays, describing his father’s talent, said, “It went from him to me and to the third generation, my own son.”

Exactly when Cat Mays arrived in the Birmingham area or with whom is unclear, but surely he or his family was lured by the mines, mills, and furnaces that produced the valuable metals. But Birmingham had something else—baseball.

Compared with the North, baseball and its precursors came slowly to the South. The game was rarely played there before the Civil War and did not take root until after Reconstruction, when railroads helped create small towns and trading villages. Typically an urban game, baseball gradually found a home in these southern communities, the teams themselves viewed as symbols of progress. Both whites and blacks played, though the sport had special meaning among freed slaves. In the postbellum South, baseball was the most popular event at the annual “Juneteenth” (Emancipation) celebrations; the contests, when combined with food, dancing, and music, were imbued with a holiday spirit that was later evident in the Negro Leagues.

In southern mining communities and steel plants, baseball was also designed to tighten the bonds between labor and management. Industrial jobs moved workers from the seasonal rhythms of farming to the uncompromising dictates of the clock. The “boss men” wanted faithful employees who would adhere to their grinding regimen; they also wanted their workers to shun the labor unions who sought footholds in these new outposts. That loyalty could not be bought by wages alone. The company towns had to provide schools, housing, health care, and recreation, and few activities stirred more passion than baseball. The hotly contested Industrial Leagues, in which each team was sponsored by an individual company, produced some of the game’s best early players, notably “Shoeless Joe” Jackson. The leagues were also a godsend for their sponsors—a collective enterprise that did not threaten management’s hegemony but did reinforce workers’ allegiance to their employers, who bought their uniforms, scheduled their games, and covered their expenses. It was a small price for labor peace.

While the South is often associated with football, it was no accident that both Cat Mays and his son embraced baseball, which was “the most important ritual in the industrial community,” according to the scholar Christopher Dean Fullerton.

That ritual was particularly spirited in Birmingham, whose Industrial League was considered the largest and most competitive in the South. It was created in 1905, with virtually every enterprise having its own team. The squads were segregated, the game’s appeal crossing racial lines. By 1928, there were thirty white teams and eight black, the latter group with names like ACIPCO (American Cast Iron & Pipe Company), Stockham Valve, and the Pratt City Nine. Some contests drew several thousand fans, many of whom had no place to sit, save an empty hillside. The games were covered by newspapers, presided over by company officials, and highlighted by marching bands and jubilee singers. In some cases, workers were hired strictly for their talents on the diamond and rewarded through higher wages and bonuses as well as lighter work schedules.

The best white players went on to play in organized baseball, and after 1920, the finest black athletes could graduate to the Negro Leagues. But even the professional black players didn’t necessarily make more money than their peers in the Industrial Leagues. The black professional teams typically received a percentage of the gate receipts, which were erratic at best, and earnings were also reduced by travel expenses.

The benefits of hitting and catching a baseball were not lost on Cat Mays. Most of the mining and mill jobs were dangerous, but starting as a young man, perhaps even before he was twenty, Mays swept floors in TCI’s wire mill in Fairfield, nine miles southwest of Birmingham, and played baseball for the Fairfield Wire Mill team. Sweeping floors was a reward for his athletic prowess, a benign task that allowed him to leave work at 2 P.M. and head for the ball field. The mill paid him $2.60 a day, but the work wasn’t steady. The Great Depression throttled Birmingham—the worst-hit city in the country, according to the Roosevelt administration. So Cat Mays scraped by as a kind of baseball free agent, selling himself to the highest bidder (to an Industrial League team or to one that barnstormed through the South). “I made it during the Depression,” he later said, by playing “for anybody who’d give you money. Because every time somebody come to get me to play baseball, I’d say, ‘I can’t go, man—I got something to do.’ And he’d say, ‘Come on, man, I’ll give you $2.50.’ Sometimes when things was bad, you’d have to go for ten cent a game. And for that money, you learned baseball.”

At some point as a teenager, Cat Mays met a slender young woman named Annie Satterwhite. Born in Randolph County in eastern Alabama (corn, wheat, cotton), Annie was one of seven children (one sibling had died young). The family moved to Westfield, an all-black village whose houses were owned by TCI and whose residents worked in the adjacent mills in Fairfield. Annie was an exceptional high school athlete in both track and basketball. The principal, E. J. Oliver, later said that Annie was “the type of young person you like to deal with, because she soon became knowledgeable about what the values were in life.”

Little is known of the relationship between Cat Mays and Annie Satterwhite, but on May 6, 1931, their son was born—Willie Howard Mays, Jr. Annie was very light, which gave the baby’s skin a cinnamon tint. According to one account, perhaps apocryphal, the doctor who delivered the boy exclaimed, “My God, look at those hands!” They seemed to extend directly from his forearms, with no tapering for his wrists.

Willie’s teenage parents—Annie was sixteen, Cat, nineteen—never married each other, so they faced the question of where the baby would live. Grandparents, often enlisted in such circumstances, were not an option. Annie’s mother had died several years earlier, and her father had abandoned the family; by one account, he rode out of town on a bicycle. What happened to Cat’s parents was also unknown, at least to Willie. In an employment form for the Pullman Company, Cat identified his mother as “Susie Smith,” but he never told Willie anything about his paternal grandparents. Like his maternal grandparents, they were presumably the children or grandchildren of freed slaves. Neither of Willie’s parents ever shared that particular history.

Willie Mays always recalled his childhood as a joyous, sunlit time surrounded by loving friends and family who encouraged his dreams and sheltered him from hardship. Those cheerful memories have been confirmed, decades later, by those who grew up with him. But it is also true that Willie’s childhood had many moving parts, with a large, shifting constellation of relatives, a fractured immediate family, the harrowing death of a loved one, a physical confrontation with his stepfather, and the specter of abandonment. Broken families, particularly during the Depression, were not unusual in the South for white families as well as black. Yet Willie’s childhood was in no way typical.

As a baby, he was given to his mother’s two younger sisters, thirteen-year-old Sarah and nine-year-old Ernestine, who were his principal caretakers and who called him Junior. They initially lived in Westfield, with Sarah as the most important female figure in the boy’s life, a role she played even after Willie left Alabama to play for the Giants. Cat was also a constant presence, providing for his son financially as well as emotionally. But he lived elsewhere, and his jobs—in the mill, on the baseball teams, and later on the railroad—meant long absences from home. The makeshift family expanded to include two more children born out of wedlock, one from Sarah and one from Ernestine. Both women also married. Sarah married Cat’s cousin Edgar May, who at some point lost the “s” on his last name. (Or perhaps Cat Mays’s family added the “s.”) Sarah May ended up raising her sister’s son while married to his father’s cousin.

The family struggled in the early years. While Cat Mays’s economic fortunes later improved, he had little money when Willie was a baby. Westfield was a typical company town, rigidly controlled by TCI, which paid employees in scrip for use at the company store. Willie was raised in a slumping frame house, with three bedrooms and a kitchen, a coal stove, a wood-burning fireplace, and a privy. The family was so desperate that it could not afford a can of milk for three cents. “We didn’t know what to do,” Ernestine recalled. “But a lady next door, she had a baby the age of Willie. We’d go over... and take Junior over and tell Mrs. Josephine, and she would let him nurse her breast. So that way he would get some fresh milk, sweet milk.”

Cat Mays claimed he never forced his son to play baseball. Look what happened to Joe Louis. Joe’s mother supposedly bought him a banjo, and he ended up in the boxing ring! So Cat did not compel Willie to play the game and did not buy him a glove until he asked for one. But make no mistake: Cat wanted his son to play baseball and to play it better than anyone else. He exposed Willie to the sport as early as possible, and the gravitational pull was irresistible.

Even before Willie could walk, Cat gave him a two-foot-long stick and a rubber ball, and the future home run champion, sitting on his diapered butt, whacked the ball and crawled after it. To get the child walking, Cat leaned him against a chair, rolled a ball across the floor, and yelled, “See the ball! See the ball!” He then turned Willie loose.

Cat later said, “I knew he was gonna be special as soon as he started walking, right around the time he got to be one year old. He’s one year old, and I bought him a big round ball. Willie would hold that big round ball and bounce and chase it. If it ever got away from him, he’d start to cry. You couldn’t believe how good Willie was, one year old, chasing down that big round ball. Little bit of a thing, but even then his hands were sure and strong. I’m telling you the truth. Right then, when he was one year old, I knew he’d be a great one.” He added, “I was pretty good, but my hands are regular size. Willie gets those big hands from his mother.”

By the time Willie was five, Cat was throwing the ball to him outside, yelling, “Catch it!” They lived near a cornfield and cow pasture, which was also used as a ball field. They went out in the afternoon, sometimes in the rain, the father taking his son to each position and showing him how to play it, then teaching him about hitting and throwing and baserunning. Cat told him that he had to be good at everything—all positions and all parts of the game. The more things you could do on the field, the more likely you would stay on the team. They used a rock and rags for their baseball and a stick for their bat, and Cat would smack ground balls across the rutted terrain, giving Willie some early lessons in bad hops.

The boy had initiative. As Cat recalled, “By the time Willie was six, I’d come home from work and catch him across the street on the diamond all alone, playing by himself. He’d throw the ball and hit it with the bat and then run and tag all the bases—first, second, and third—and then when he got home, he’d slide. He learned that from watching me.”

In time, father and son would play pepper, with real bats and balls, fifteen feet apart, Willie pitching and Cat hitting—liners, bunts, pop-ups—forcing Willie to make quick adjustments, Cat yelling encouragement: “Pick it up! You’re dug in like a potato! How can you go to the side? Bend those knees!”

According to Willie’s boyhood friend Herman Boykin, “Cat was an indoctrinator. On a daily basis, he kept saying to Willie, ‘You can do this!’ He wanted Willie to be self-sustaining so he wouldn’t have to work in the mills.”

Cat took his son to watch the Birmingham Black Barons, exposing him to Negro League players while also having fun in the stands. At one game, when Willie was five or six, Cat announced that he was a magician. “Stand up,” he said, and everyone in the crowd stood. “Sit down,” and they all sat. Several years passed before Willie learned about the seventh-inning stretch.

Sports at their most basic level—throwing, catching, running—were woven into his daily life. Each morning, on his way to elementary school, he walked to Charles Willis’s house, a rubber ball in his hand. As he waited, he bounced the ball against the ground, and when Charles appeared, they walked to school and played catch, which they continued after classes were out, when they walked to a field to play in a pickup game. “When I try to remember events as a kid,” Mays later said, “in my memories, somehow a ball always ends up in my hands.”

Willie’s baseball education intensified when he was ten and allowed to sit on the bench at his father’s Industrial League games. Suddenly, he was around hard-muscled men discussing the intricacies of the sport—how to play a right-handed pull hitter who was facing a pitcher with a slow curve, how big a lead to take from first base against a southpaw with a quick delivery. With fans cheering, Willie watched the drama unfold, always paying close attention to his father. The players were all good, but Cat’s breakneck speed was combined with a certain flair as well as a mastery of the game. On a close play on the bases, he would deftly slide on the opposite side of the tag. His son tried to copy the moves. Before Cat’s games, now on a real ball field, Willie would run to first and slide, then get up and run to second and slide, and then to third and slide, and then to home and slide again.

He soon asked for his own glove.

In 1938, Cat Mays’s mill wages and baseball earnings allowed him to move the family to adjacent Fairfield. A step up from Westfield, with better houses, neighborhoods, and schools, it proved to be an ideal setting for Willie. Like Westfield, the town was safely beyond the more racially charged Birmingham, but its origins as a “model industrial city” accounted for its relative stability.

When U.S. Steel bought TCI and its land holdings in 1907, it began developing wire mill and coke plants outside Birmingham. The city’s disease-ridden shacks and negligent services diminished the workers’ productivity, a concern of mill companies across the South. Seeking an alternative, U.S. Steel enlisted private investors to build a town that was patterned after “the Garden Cities of England,” an urban-planning effort at the turn of the century. The goal was a carefully planned community that would soften the harsh edges of industrial life. Ground was broken in 1910. The former president Theodore Roosevelt, visiting the next year, proclaimed the effort “simply extraordinary,” and even the social reformer Jane Addams commended the undertaking.

The town was originally named Corey, after W. E. Corey, the president of U.S. Steel. But scandal (an affair with a New York chorus girl) cost him his job, so U.S. Steel’s chairman, hoping to give his nascent community a clean start, asked the new president for another name. He didn’t have one, though he volunteered that he lived in Fairfield, Connecticut.

Fairfield seemed to be a perfectly fine name, suggesting that northern capitalists were creating a “fair field” for the workers. In 1914, Fairfield, Alabama, opened its first wire mill while it also aspired to set a new example. Across the country, congested cities were rightly seen as breeding grounds for crime, leading reformers to urge the development of pristine physical environments to improve human behavior. Fairfield’s town planners wanted to increase the residents’ exposure to the salutary benefits of nature: roads were laid gently up and around slopes; ten thousand shrubs and thousands of trees—chinaberry, pine, fig, pecan, walnut—were planted; ball fields provided pastoral recreation.

Like most model towns, however, Fairfield could not meet its lofty goals. It had plenty of greenery, but other plans—a major drainage system, sanitary outlets attached to every lot, the paving of more than twenty miles of streets—all fell short. Most streets remained dirt roads until at least the 1940s. Long two-foot ditches, carrying rainwater, ran down some streets into a larger ditch, where pigs raised in yards or fields would drink. The wind-blown soot from the mills fell on streets and porches. The many houses without plumbing relied on large wagons, driven by mules, to carry away human waste. Even the wisteria next to the tennis courts fell into neglect. According to the Birmingham historian Diane McWhorter, the steel industry’s boom-and-bust cycles, combined with U.S. Steel’s uneven commitment to its southern operations, turned Fairfield into “a mill town of perpetual promise and insolvency.”

But if Fairfield wasn’t a social utopia, it was still, for Willie Mays, a very good place to live, a biracial town of predictable rhythms and clear expectations. Unlike the company-owned houses in Westfield, many Fairfield residents owned their dwellings, reflected in freshly painted fences, well-tended yards, and blooming gardens. Some parents taught their children that Fairfield was not a suburb of Birmingham but Birmingham, a suburb of Fairfield. For many years, Fairfield was the home of one of the richest black men in the South, A. G. Gaston, whose businesses included a funeral home, so advertised on hand fans distributed at church.

The physical hazards of the mills and mines, combined with constant economic perils, sustained an ethic of self-help, discipline, and sharing, where the A&P Supermarket sold goods on credit, families shared garden vegetables with hungry neighbors, and everyone sacrificed.

Recalls[2] one of Willie’s peers: “Our parents took us to church on Sunday, sent us to school on Monday through Friday, and then sent us to the movies on Saturday and then to a baseball game after the movies. The men worked in those mills and mines while the ladies washed clothes over a scrub board, heated irons, and cooked over a wood-burning stove so that the men could come home and cut the grass, trim the hedges, water the plants, feed the chickens, and whip my bad backside for the trouble I got into before sitting down to eat a meal that was prepared by their lovely ladies.”

While the Depression made subsistence living the norm, the children still had fun. Whether riding their new roller skates down a hill on Christmas morning, fighting a stray turkey like a matador on a main thoroughfare, eating delicious ice cream from Dr. Parham’s Drug Store on a warm summer evening, or just playing ball, they were active, busy, and rigorously protected. “We were somewhat sheltered from the harsher realities,” says U. W. Clemon, who was born in Fairfield in 1943 and became Alabama’s first African American federal judge. “You could own your own house in Fairfield, and you could buy what you needed in private stores.”

While Fairfield’s racial divide was always clear, it was less dehumanizing than in other southern towns, certainly less so than in Birmingham. Blacks and whites had separate neighborhoods, schools, movie theaters, water fountains, and trolley seats. The northern industrialists who controlled the town had to abide by segregation, but they made some effort to treat blacks fairly; a hospital in Fairfield, for example, did attempt to provide separate but truly equal care.

The disparities were more evident beyond Fairfield. A streetcar ride to Birmingham would pass an amusement park and baseball field for whites only, as well as beautifully tended white neighborhoods of plush lawns, colorful flowers, and green pastures dotted with horses. The streetcar would then reach Birmingham, where city ordinances segregated the steps at the train station and barred blacks and whites from playing checkers with each other. Any downtown clothing store gladly welcomed Negroes, but if they wanted to try on the clothes and shoes, they had to pay for them first and do it at home.

Fairfield lacked the palpable racial tensions of Birmingham, probably because so many residents, black and white, worked together in the mills. The town’s superior overall condition—the newer houses, the more attractive neighborhoods—helped defuse hostilities as well. For the children of either race who just wanted to play sports, so much the better.

Willie Mays was happily insulated from racial concerns for much of his youth. He lived in the black Interurban Heights section, where every child knew the rules: you had to sit in the back of the streetcar, you had to address white adults as “Mister” or “Miss,” you could patronize only certain theaters or had to sit in the balcony of a racially mixed movie house.

But these restrictions didn’t bother Willie—they were part of life as he knew it or he found ways around them. To avoid sitting in the back of the streetcar, Willie and his friends would simply jump on an outer platform and ride for free. He kept a positive view. The balcony seats in the movie house didn’t disturb him, he recalls, “because we got the better view.”

Willie saw the superior yards in Fairfield’s white neighborhoods but never felt envy or anger. And why should he? The white kids were not just his friends but, more important, his teammates. Despite the laws that imposed segregation, black and white youths in Fairfield found one another on the diamond, basketball court, and football field, where Willie’s prowess was evident early. The white children—no surprise—wanted Willie on their team, and Willie couldn’t be bothered with skin color. Playing in this social bubble, his only concern was winning.

But Willie could not escape the outside world entirely. When adults saw the racially mixed teams, they would call the police, who would break up the games, or sometimes the police acted on their own. Just plain dumb and crazy, Willie thought. The teams would reconvene when the cops left.

Willie never forgot these episodes. As an adult, his generosity toward children was driven by many considerations, but his own experience as a youth was critical: if children were left alone, he believed, they would do the right thing. It was the adults who screwed things up.



CHAPTER TWO

RAISED TO SUCCEED

Though Willie Mays’s most important influence was Cat, his father was also an enigma to his son. He never told Willie anything about his own youth in Tuscaloosa or about his parents or any other family members. He once mentioned to Willie that he had fathered a daughter; Willie never met her. Cat’s biography was a cipher, his personal life a mystery, an unusual reserve in a community that placed a great emphasis on oral history. But this reticence was not a shield for despair. Cat was also an irrepressible optimist, with a deep faith that truth and goodness would prevail. “I told Willie, ‘Just tell the truth and be true to yourself, and you can go on,’” he said late in his life. Disputes of any kind could often be traced to a single cause, he believed. “You know what the problem is?” he would say. “Somebody is not telling the truth.”

Despite the economic turmoil and institutional racism, Cat Mays seemed immune to the world’s ills. “I never saw Cat negative in any way, I never saw him angry, and I never saw him reprimand,” says Loretta Richardson, who is Aunt Sarah’s daughter and the only other living member of the household in which Willie was raised. She recalls how the three children in the house—she, Willie, and Aunt Ernestine’s son, Arthur (who was called “Arthur B”), all first cousins—would meet Cat after he left the mill and race him home. Cat always won. “Even when he talked about playing baseball and not getting to the level he wanted”—he never made it beyond the Industrial League—“he never said it with anger or regret,” Richardson says. “He just said, ‘It wasn’t my time.’ ”

Richardson, who is seven years younger than Willie, also fondly remembers how much attention Cat lavished on all three cousins: “He loved Willie, but he loved all of us.”

Willie absorbed every side of his father’s personality. As an adult, he vigorously guarded his privacy, rarely talking to his friends, let alone the press, about his youth, his family, or his personal feelings. He had nothing to hide, but his own steely diffidence paled in comparison to Cat’s. “My father,” he says, “was much more private than me.”

Willie also possessed his father’s sanguine temperament: the seeds of the “Say Hey Kid”—the perpetually smiling man-child who electrified the major leagues—were sown long before he reached the Giants. “I felt nothing bothered him,” says Richardson. She would tease him that Sarah was her mamma, not his; Willie’s own mother had married and was living about five miles away. Richardson grew up as “Loretta May,” having taken her stepfather’s last name, so she would tweak Willie about the “s” in his name.

“That shows the possessive form!” she’d yell.

“I’m using it!” Willie would shout back.

Provocations aside, Richardson says, “I don’t recall him ever complaining.” Bill Powell, a teammate of Willie’s with the Birmingham Black Barons, said, “I played with him for two years, and I never saw him frown.”

The only time Willie appeared sullen was when his team lost. “He was basically a quiet, happy-go-lucky kid, but he was always very competitive,” says Otis Tate, a friend from Fairfield whose finger is still sore—sixty years later—from catching a ball that Willie threw to him at third base. “Whatever he did, he tried to win, and he’d get mad if he didn’t win. But you would never know it because that’s when he’d go into his little shell.”

Mays credits his father for his high spirits, which always helped him through adversity—from racial insults to financial setbacks to hitting slumps. “My father gave me that one thing, positive thinking, that allowed me to look past whatever was happening,” he says. “If you say to me, well, ‘there had to have been some pain,’ sure there was some pain. But if you can overcome your pain and do your job, the pain disappears the next day. That’s where the positive thinking comes in.”

While Cat pushed Willie to succeed, he never yelled at him or embarrassed him. Even when he had to discipline Willie, he never raised his voice, and that approach had a profound effect on Willie’s relationships with managers and other authority figures. He responded to encouragement, support, love—everything his father gave him—but recoiled from criticism, ridicule, and sarcasm, the more so if it came from a harsh voice.

Neither threats nor punishment was required to deter Willie from drinking or smoking. They were bad for you, Cat told his son, would slow you down, make you think fuzzy. One day, he found Willie smoking and drinking on a street corner with a friend, so he took him home. “You want to smoke?” he asked. “Okay, smoke it.” He handed Willie a White Owl cigar. Willie took several puffs and thought he was going to die.

“You want to drink?” Cat asked. “Drink it.” He gave Willie a glass of Old Crow. The boy took several sips of the bourbon whiskey... and never drank again.

Cat urged other children to follow these same restrictions. “Cat always told us, ‘I’ll do anything for you, but you have to go by the rules,’ ” Herman Boykin says. “We all knew that if you smoked or drank, you wouldn’t be as good in sports.”

Cat also gave Willie his initial guidance on dealing with whites. And it wasn’t complicated. Be respectful. Don’t cause trouble. And remember that you will often need white people to help your own people. Cat noted that Fairfield’s grocery stores were owned by whites. What if your black neighbor was hungry and you needed to buy him food? You’d have to go to the white grocer, so nothing good comes of racial confrontation. In time, Willie would be told about the repercussions of offending whites, but as a boy the message was clear—don’t bother whites, and they won’t bother you.

In many ways, Cat spoke the black gospel of the South, a doctrine derived from Booker T. Washington, the former Virginia slave who had died in 1915 but whose ideas still held sway. His response to white supremacy had been cooperation between the races, the encouragement of thrift and business among blacks, and the acquisition of land. Washington founded the Tuskegee Institute, whose mission was to train the “head, heart, and hand” of students who would then elevate the race culturally, socially, and economically. Progress would not come from dissent or confrontation but from self-improvement and accommodation. His most famous words endorsed the doctrine of separate but equal. “In all things that are purely social,” he said in Atlanta in 1895, “we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”

Northern blacks ridiculed his attitude as feckless capitulation to legal racism. But for southern blacks, there were few alternatives. In the first half of the twentieth century, the impoverished, agrarian South, with its history of black servitude and oppression, was no arena in which to demand meaningful civil rights. This status quo would not survive, but Cat Mays’s message to his son would not be forgotten. Long after the civil rights movement had roiled the South, Willie Mays continued to embrace those lessons of hard work and self-improvement as well as compliance and accommodation.

Sports weren’t Willie’s only outlet. He loved practical jokes, comic books, and action movies. He would watch Westerns his entire life, drawn by their moral clarity, physical acrobatics, and the mythic cowboy—the lonely, taciturn bulwark against greed and betrayal. As a teenager, Willie played pool avidly, though the owner of the pool hall—Big Tony—wouldn’t open the place until 4 P.M. He told the kids they needed to stay in school and do their homework, then they could shoot pool, which Willie did, expertly, on old, battered tables in the back of the room.

Willie was no stranger to mischief. Conspiring with friends, he’d sneak into peach orchards, pluck the fruit off the trees, and hurl them to his confederates; his job carried the most danger, but he had the best arm. Watermelon patches were also easy targets. Without money, Willie and his friends filched pork rinds on occasion from a general store. “Willie’s hands were quicker than your eyes,” Otis Tate recalls. When Willie was at Fairfield Industrial High School, he’d sneak out of the building through a “floor crawl.” Fearing that his dirty clothes would betray him, he went to the school laundry room, where students were taught cleaning and pressing, and wash his overalls before returning to the classroom. With his friends, Willie rode in an open dump truck and taunted other drivers, instigating sharp turns and near collisions. The hijinks infuriated their own driver, Herman Boykin, who took them to their baseball game, pulled the gear, and dumped them into a mass of adolescent merriment.

“Willie got into minor things, but they never had to put the chastise on him, because he never really crossed the line,” Boykin says.

Besides his father, three other adults ensured that Willie stayed on course.

Aunt Sarah was known as “Dute,” which, like many nicknames in the South, had uncertain origins; hers may have come about because she was considered cute. A small, compact woman with short hair, she had a deep Christian faith, high ambitions for the children she raised, and an authoritarian resolve that held the family together. Though barely a teenager herself when she began caring for Willie, she was his mother in all but name. She fed him, disciplined him, and signed his report cards. When Willie, in 1952, had to identify his guardian or parent on an agreement with Art Flynn Associates, an advertising firm, he wrote: “Sarah Mays.”

She was the perfect complement to Cat. While Cat did not attend church, Sarah “confessed [to] Christ” as a young girl and attended Jones Chapel A.M.E. Church in Fairfield every Sunday. She made sure Willie, properly dressed, went as well. Willie’s education was important to Cat, but Sarah emphasized it as part of a larger message of self-improvement and achievement. “My mom talked about it all the time—you have to be better than the rest to even be recognized for being good,” Loretta Richardson says. Sarah wanted her daughter as well as Willie and Arthur B to attend college. That would spare them the hard labor endured by most southern blacks—domestic work for women, the trades, farming, or the mills for men. When Richardson brought home her first report card with mediocre grades, her mother said, “You won’t bring another C in here.” And she didn’t.

Though Sarah accepted that Willie would never excel academically, she made sure he attended school and made the effort. In his senior year in high school, according to his report card, he received mostly Bs but got As in Cooperation, Effort, and Sportsmanship.

Sarah also gave Willie his chores and his curfews. “She didn’t whip me that much, because I didn’t like it, but she made sure I was in by eleven,” Willie says. Sarah married Edgar May after the family moved to Fairfield, but Edgar was killed in India in World War II. As a widow, Sarah received monthly Social Security checks, which she supplemented by working as a receptionist in a doctor’s office and later as a licensed practical nurse at a hospital. A dedicated gardener, she grew green beans, peas, tomatoes, and squash, and she planted trees and shrubbery in the yard as well. “She ran the family,” Willie says. “She would make things happen. If we needed money, she could get it.”

Sarah opened her house to all comers. “It was just a happy place to be,” Richardson says. “My mother was friendly and warm, and she just seemed to draw people around her. Every weekend we had friends over—it was like the Do-Drop Inn.” Adds Herman Boykin: “Sarah fed us every day. Four or five of us were running together, playing ball, and Willie just brought us over, and Sarah would open the table for us. She was that kind of person.”

For all of her nurturing, Sarah never displayed physical affection with any of the children. As Richardson notes, “I had to learn to hug people.” The same could be said for Willie. His friend Charles Willis describes Sarah as “a good woman who took care of Willie as any mother would for her own child... but Willie never had motherly love. Motherly love should have come from Sarah, but she didn’t give him that.”

Nevertheless, Sarah’s devotion was undeniable. Willie liked to watch the football games on Saturday afternoons at Miles College in Fairfield. Without money for tickets, he would climb a tree and watch from a perch twenty-five to thirty feet above the ground, although it was against the rules. One time when he was twelve, he tried taking a nap in the tree, but he got too comfortable and plunged to the earth. Breathless and sore, he made it home, but fearing the wrath of Aunt Sarah, he didn’t say a word. That lasted until he tried to pick up a bucket of coal and pain shot through his right arm. He confessed to Aunt Sarah, but instead of reprimanding him, she showed strength and mercy. “She carried me to the hospital,” Willie says. “My aunt was kind of a tough lady.”

The arm—his throwing arm—was broken. By then Willie had already shown that he might play ball beyond the sandlots of Fairfield, but a damaged arm could change all that. The arm was set in a cast, and all Willie could do was wait. “We were worried to death,” Boykin says.

Before the injury, Willie threw the ball sidearm or even with a submarine type of motion. It was peculiar, but it generated sufficient thrust and felt natural. When the cast came off, he started throwing the ball three-quarters overhand. That delivery felt more comfortable, and he started throwing the ball harder. It appeared that a mere flick of the wrist generated enormous power. The healing of the broken bone had either strengthened his throwing arm or forced him to use a more potent delivery.

If Aunt Sarah was Willie’s stern matriarch, his aunt Ernestine was the doting older sister. Known as “Steen” but also called “Glamour Girl,” she was a bit of a rebel—she smoked Lucky Strikes, wore makeup, and had a sense of style and design. At home, she selected heavy drapes for the fall and winter, white organdy curtains and spreads in the spring and summer, and she accented them with crocheted doilies on end tables. An immaculate housekeeper, she never let a used fork sit long on the table without clearing it. Ernestine also brought in precious dollars, working the nighttime shifts as a waitress or barmaid at various restaurants and clubs, and she would share her earnings with Willie, leaving ten dollars on his dresser so he had plenty of lunch money for school. “She always made sure I had enough food,” Willie says.

The last member of the household was Otis Brooks, a good-natured friend of Cat’s from Mobile who was called “Uncle Otis,” though he wasn’t related. He worked with Cat at the mill, but he mainly helped with chores around the house. He also had a special relationship with Willie, like that of an older brother. When Sarah wouldn’t let Willie leave until he had completed his chores—cleaning up the yard, washing dishes, chopping wood, bringing in the coal—Otis gently intervened. He gave the boy a wink and did the chores himself so Willie could play ball. Kindness was not his only motive—he saw something special in the boy. He was the first to say, “Willie, you’re going to be a ballplayer, and I don’t want your hands messed up.” Willie never forgot it.

The family pulled together—Cat at the mill, Sarah running the house, Ernestine working at the clubs, Otis helping with the chores, and Willie going to school, playing sports, and babysitting for his younger cousins. The children felt protected by their parents and by the entire community. “I didn’t know life could be so cruel,” Richardson says, “until I left home.”

Nevertheless, tragedies did occur. Because the family always had more bodies than beds, Willie would often share a bed with Otis, who usually woke up first. But one morning the eleven-year-old boy woke up with Otis’s arms around him. Otis just lay there. Willie called his name and shook him, but there was no response. Though Otis did not seem to have any medical problems, he had died in his sleep.

“That shook him up because Otis was like a brother,” Boykin says. “Willie would follow him around, and Otis would tell him to do all the right things.”

Mays claims the death left him more worried than upset. “When you lose a friend like that, someone who’s taken care of you, you have concerns,” he says. But life in the South, he suggests, was always fragile. He downplays any lasting impact of waking up in the arms of a dead man, but he rarely acknowledges emotional wounds. He went to Otis’s funeral but only grudgingly attended funerals thereafter.

By the early 1940s the Depression was over, and with wartime industrial production in full gear, Cat Mays found new opportunities.

Following a fellow ballplayer, he moved to Detroit for a job at the Kelsey-Hayes Wheel Company, which produced machine guns, tank components, and other military parts. After the war, he returned to Fairfield and, in December of 1945, was hired as a porter for the Pullman Company, a job that brought him new esteem.

Celebrated in film, literature, and song, Pullman porters were indispensable servants to white passengers and symbolic figures of black advancement. Cat rarely discussed his experiences with his son, but the job surely reinforced his broader messages to Willie. While the porter’s job was the worst on the train, it was still the best in the black community and far better than work in the mines and mills that Cat wanted Willie to avoid. Porters were expected to be deferential, efficient, and dutiful and were instructed to ignore all racial insults. And if they could survive the indignities, they would receive decent tips and see America in all its splendor—a bargain similar to the one made by black baseball players, a bargain that Cat wanted his own son to make.

For a while, Cat juggled two jobs, riding the rails on the weekend and working in the mill during the week. His improved finances, with contributions from other family members, allowed them to “trade up” homes in Fairfield, with Willie ultimately living in three different houses. He first lived in a rented three-room shotgun—a bed in the first room, a twin bed in the second, and a bath in the kitchen. Some nights Cat slept there, other nights in a house he built at 5507 Avenue G, across from Miles College. When Cat moved to Detroit, Sarah and the rest of the family moved into that house, with its two bedrooms, a dining room, and a trendy “Youngstown” kitchen: white metal cabinets and Formica countertops with chrome trim.

But the house could not be considered modern. Willie recalls walking to the outhouse and fending off chickens as he used it. “They would bite you,” he says. Three large tubs were aligned on the back porch: the family washed the dishes in one tub, rinsed them in the second, and bathed themselves in the third.

When Cat returned to Fairfield, he built a superior two-bedroom house for his family on top of a steep hill at 216 57th Street. A floor furnace warmed the rooms; a full bathroom featured a tub and a small gas heater; feather mattresses cushioned the nights; a front porch was used for singalongs and jacks; pear, peach, and apple trees filled the backyard; and a trapdoor in the wood floor provided access for a black cat that earned his keep by catching mice.

Sarah and Ernestine made sure little was wasted. The garden vegetables were used to make soup with lean beef bones as its base; the rest of the vegetables were canned. They baked their own bread and rolls while raising chickens and hogs, but Willie wanted nothing to do with the bloody slaughter. He once heard a hog squeal before it was killed with an ax. Thereafter he left home before the execution and returned after the animal had been skinned, gutted, and cleaned up. Willie was on more comfortable ground tending a neighbor’s cow, whose milk would be used for Aunt Ernestine’s sweet butter. Combined with peaches, yeast, malt, potatoes, and raisins, the concoction would ferment into peach brandy.

Compared with those of most of his peers, Willie’s family thrived. They hired a laundress, and Willie had enough money to take friends to a grocery store for lunch meat, bread, tomatoes, mayonnaise, and cake. His father not only bought him gloves, bats, balls, spikes, bicycles, and other sports equipment but also purchased several Hickey-Freeman suits when Willie became a teenager. Both father and son had a passion for clothes; Cat wore Petrocelli suits exclusively. Most of Willie’s friends had no suits, so he would lend them one of his, with rules. Anyone with a date could borrow a suit, as well as a shirt, tie, and shoes, but he had to return the suit clean. “If you didn’t bring it back clean,” Willie says, “you couldn’t wear it again.”

When Willie began earning money from semiprofessional teams or the Birmingham Black Barons, his stature was only enhanced. Other kids had jobs, but none that paid as much as Willie’s (he ultimately received $250 a month as a Black Baron). That made Willie valuable. When a fight broke out that required the police, Willie’s friends would make sure he had left the scene (by car, if available). “If I got put in jail and they got put in jail, who was going to get them out?” he says. “I could get them out because I had the money, and if I needed money, I could get an advance on my salary.”

Athletic and handsome, Willie was popular with girls, his baseball income making him that much more desirable. He had one serious girlfriend, Minnie Hansberry, who was quiet and pretty, with long hair, high self-esteem, and class. Willie’s friends thought they would marry, but the relationship didn’t survive once Willie left Fairfield.

Willie learned something else in his youth. Successful men not only lived better than others but also were usually more highly respected. The signs of success were hard to miss, and they were personified in Dr. Drake, one of Fairfield’s two black physicians. He dressed nicely in a suit and tie, carried cash (credit cards didn’t exist), and always drove a new car when he made house calls.

“We’d play in the street,” Mays recalled, “and there would be Dr. Drake, driving up in his big white Cadillac. The only ones we knew back home who had Cadillacs were doctors and lawyers. The car that hit my fancy was Dr. Drake’s. Right there and then, I started dreaming that someday I would own one like that. I knew I’d never be a doctor or a lawyer. I wasn’t that good in school, but I began hoping that maybe I could make my goal through baseball.”

Willie’s father and aunts set equally high expectations. “They were concerned about the quality of our lives, that we would have a better life than they had—in terms of living well, not being poor, being highly respected,” Richardson says. “They wanted us to do something that brought pride to ourselves.” She received a master’s degree in education from the University of Colorado and was a public school teacher for thirty-four years. “I got to the point where I wanted to do something sloppy, but my instincts wouldn’t let me,” she says.

The same was true for her cousin. “Willie could have had all of those baseball skills but still not have had all of those accomplishments,” she says. “But he wasn’t raised to do anything halfway.”



CHAPTER THREE

SUPERNATURAL GIFTS

They called him “Buck Duck” or just “Buck,” though Willie never knew how he got that nickname. Ernestine later speculated that it came from his “high behind.” Several decades after Willie Mays became one of the greatest brand names in baseball history, his childhood friends still call him Buck.

And Buck was different from everyone else. It wasn’t just his strength, speed, and agility but also how he did things—he was brashly inventive, visually dramatic, unpredictably daring. Willie hated chores, for example, but not if he could turn them into a game. Mop the floor? Turn the mop into a dance partner and whirl it across the linoleum (he’d seen it in the movies). Dry the dishes? Slide them down the counter or flip them in the air, then dive before they crash (he’d seen it in baseball games). He chopped wood so the pieces fell in precise cuts, ironed jeans with perfect creases, turned his bicycle with grace and balance. “I knew he was not an ordinary person—I could sense that early on,” Loretta Richardson says. “Most people do routine things the routine way, but he would do things with more creativity than anyone else.”

He rode his bike by standing on the crossbar or even on the handlebars, and sometimes he would carry three friends with him, perched on the handlebars, the crossbar, and Willie himself, the quartet barreling down a hill and holding on for dear life. That was tame compared with Willie’s penchant for standing on the back fender of Herman Boykin’s truck as it sped at 60 mph from town to town. “It was absolutely crazy,” Boykin says.

Willie was later celebrated as a five-tool player, but that neglects his other sensory gifts. His peripheral vision was superb, allowing him to execute perfect no-look passes on the basketball court and avoid collisions in the outfield. His hearing was so sharp that he could pick up soft conversation from the other side of the room. “Someone would make an off-the-cuff statement, and he could hear you,” Boykin says. “It was a little uncanny.” It helped Willie get quick jumps on balls in center field, the crack of the bat foretelling the ball’s flight.

“His ears were a weapon,” Boykin says.

Mays concedes that his exceptional talents made him unique as a youth. “I don’t like to say this too much, but I was something special, and all the young kids I ran around with, they knew that,” he says. “So they all protected me from a lot of things that ordinary people get in trouble with.” Adults also looked out for him. His teachers allowed him to leave school early for baseball practice. When he was ill, Dr. Drake made house calls but wouldn’t necessarily charge the family. “He was one of the guys who said I was going to be a great, great athlete,” Mays says. In fact, everyone—family, friends, teachers, professionals—made it easy for him. “They knew that I had a chance of doing something better than they did, so life wasn’t too hard for me.”

As a boy, Willie enjoyed listening to cowboy songs on his aunt Sarah’s radio, memorizing the words to such favorites as “I’m an Old Cowhand.” He fantasized about becoming a cowboy himself, and Sarah suggested he might become a singing cowboy. “We’ll call you Bing,” she said. But sports took priority, even on the radio. When Willie was ten, he listened to the reports of Joe DiMaggio’s fifty-six-game hitting streak, giving him a new idol. “Call me DiMag,” he told Charles Willis. He actually followed three players—Stan Musial and Ted Williams as well as DiMaggio—reading stories about them in the Sunday newspaper and watching newsreel footage before movies. But DiMaggio was his favorite. His comprehensive skills, combined with grace and poise, evoked his father’s injunction for Willie to become a complete player. He studied how the Yankee center fielder threw, ran, and hit, and patterned his open batting stance after him.

The possibility that he might play in the major leagues never crossed his mind. His dream was to play for the Birmingham Black Barons. But when Jackie Robinson opened the 1947 season at first base for the Brooklyn Dodgers, he had a new hero and greater aspirations. “I had a hope then that I could be one of those guys,” he says. “I didn’t know how, but that was in my mind. I could do the same things they could do if I got the chance.”

Baseball probably wasn’t his best sport. “He was always a great athlete,” Otis Tate says, “but he was better in basketball and football,” which he played in high school.

The football team, called the Baby Hornets, regularly scrimmaged against college squads. Even as an underclassman, Willie could easily break tackles and kick the ball fifty to sixty yards. But he played quarterback, his rippling arm providing uncommon strength, his long fingers allowing him to expertly guide the ball. “He was the greatest passer I’ve ever seen,” says William Richardson, a friend. “He was just unbelievably accurate, and he could throw the ball sixty, seventy, eighty yards on a line.” The local newspapers compared him to Harry Gilmer, five years older than Mays, who was starring at the University of Alabama. That a black high school student was being compared to a white college player—they both used the “jump pass”—was itself a breakthrough. Mays’s most acclaimed moment in football occurred when his team played against Booker T. Washington High School in Pensacola, Florida. With three minutes left and Fairfield losing, 7–0, Mays “heaved a seventy-yard pass which was caught, then he ran for the extra point and tied the game,” according to a school history.

His exploits were equally dramatic in basketball, where he played “quick forward,” relying on a picturesque “skyhook” with an unusually high arc. One year, he led Jefferson County in scoring and his team to a state championship. “We had a center,” Mays says, “and when he got the rebound, the first thing he would do is look for me, because I was down the court already.” He could score thirty or even forty points a game, but he says that he would often stop at twenty because “that was enough.”

Mays concurs that baseball was his third sport, but the decision to make it the centerpiece of his life was never in doubt. Practical considerations won out. Football meant excessive risk of injury; basketball required height. But the most important factor was money. For most of Mays’s youth, there were no equivalents in football or basketball to baseball’s Negro Leagues. By the time he reached high school in 1946, segregation in professional athletics had begun to crumble, with the three major team sports integrating in a five-year period—the National Football League and the All-American Conference in 1946, Major League Baseball in 1947, and the National Basketball Association in 1950. But professional football and basketball players first attended college. Willie received scholarship offers in both sports, but college didn’t appeal to him; football was nixed as well because blacks didn’t play quarterback in the professional leagues.

Even before the major leagues were integrated, baseball offered the most financial opportunity. Black players in the Industrial Leagues, Negro Leagues, and semiprofessional leagues were all paid, and Willie participated at an early age. When he was fourteen, his father would take him to his Industrial League game as an extra man, and Willie would play if the team was shorthanded or the score was lopsided. The teams would either charge admission or pass the hat, then split the proceeds. Willie would receive a full share, some days ten or twelve dollars.

Around that time, he also began playing for the Fairfield Gray Sox on a sandlot field enclosed by railroad ties. The youngest player on the team, Willie proudly wore his first uniform—a blue cap inscribed with an “F” and GRAY SOX printed across his chest. The players weren’t paid, but Willie was able to showcase his skills for leagues that did pay. Shortstop was his initial position, but he threw so hard, the first baseman complained. So the manager, Cle Holmes, had him pitch, but Cat Mays objected because a pitcher’s lot was too risky. He had taught his son to hit, run, and field so Willie could play as long as possible. If he was turned into a pitcher by some benighted manager and hurt his arm, his career would be over. Cat’s anxiety grew when, after pitching nine innings, Willie came to bat with the game tied. He smashed the ball and sped around the bases with the winning home run, only to become dizzy and collapse on the field. When he opened his eyes, his father was looking at him. “You were bearing down too hard out there,” he said. “This is what happens.”

Cat told his son that he needed to avoid injury so he could stay on the field. The advice was practical, but it was about more than just baseball. Jon Miller, the longtime announcer for the Giants, has heard Mays describe how his father tried to protect him. “This was about survival,” he says. “This was about a young black man who would go out in the white world. If you get hurt and can’t play, they’ll dump you like some trash on the side of the road.”

Cat told Willie’s manager that if he wanted the youngster on his team, he would need to find another position for him. And he did: he sent Willie to center field.

Willie had no objection to playing the same position as DiMaggio, and while the move may have been driven by circumstance, center field suited him perfectly. The infield confined him. Now he was free to roam.

Even as a teenager with the Gray Sox, Willie made plays that fans would talk about for the rest of their lives. David Stokes was seven years old, sitting in a red wagon, when he watched Willie track down a ball in deep center field as a runner tried to score. “We thought he was going to throw the ball to the second baseman,” Stokes recalls. “Instead, he threw the ball to home plate. No one could believe it. The catcher put up his arms, but the ball went over the catcher and over the fence.”

The ball hit a small shop, smashing against a sign—DUCK INN—on the door. “After he hit the sign, most of the kids in Fairfield, including me, started throwing footballs, baseballs, and rocks as far as we could,” Stokes says. “Everyone wanted to throw the ball like Willie.” When Willie lost a fight to a burly teenager, the defeat devastated Stokes. “To me he was indestructible.”

Stokes, now a retired master sergeant from the army, has only briefly met Mays, yet his connection runs deep. When he was eleven, the aunt who raised him died, and as he stood next to the open casket in the crowded church, with the choir singing hymns and the trumpeter playing his mournful tribute, the grieving boy thought of Willie Mays, racing across the outfield, his body and arm whirling with raw, balletic fury. “Willie,” he says, “was our hero, our Superman, our role model.”

Willie loved sports partly by default. “In the South,” he said, “you only had certain things you could do, and if you didn’t play a sport, what else could you do?” But his commitment was more layered. While he was drawn to the playing fields by his father and his own natural skill, sports also had rules, structure, and clarity. For a soft-spoken youth who would live in four houses before finishing high school and was indifferent about school and church, sports were his refuge.

“During baseball season, we played till late afternoon,” he said. “When baseball season was over, we played basketball till eleven or twelve at night. And football we played—especially in the summer—until nine o’clock. I used to play on the high school football team, and then we’d go play sandlot ball on Sundays, without any shoulder pads. And when we didn’t have shoes, I used to kick barefoot.”

As a teenager, Willie made one effort to get a real job. Britling’s Cafeteria in Birmingham hired him to wash dishes, and he lasted one day, apparently quitting before he was fired. He left early because he didn’t want to miss his game. “I ain’t going back for the money,” he told his father, “because I want to play baseball.”

That was fine with Cat, who had already warned him about the coal mines—if he worked there, he would die there. Lung cancer might get him, or the mine itself might collapse on him. The fenced-in mills weren’t much better, disabling workers with severed fingers, ripped shoulders, burned arms, and shattered eardrums. Some men walked out so dirty that their wives couldn’t recognize them, so hot they could pour sweat out of their shoes, so dazed that they confirmed what Cat said of the mills: they were death traps.

“Okay,” Cat told his son upon hearing of his aborted career as a dishwasher. “You play baseball, and I’ll make sure you eat.”

In the South’s strata of black baseball, community teams like the Fairfield Gray Sox were sometimes called semipro, even though compensation wasn’t offered. The industrial teams and the minor league circuits were a notch higher, both feeding into the actual Negro Leagues, as they are now known, in which the Birmingham team played.

In 1946, Willie Mays turned fifteen and was attracting attention from beyond Fairfield and Birmingham and even Alabama. Beck Shepherd was a baseball enthusiast in Chattanooga, Tennessee, who owned a minor league team that played in the Negro Southern League, the Chattanooga Choo Choos.

Like a dozen other owners, scouts, and managers, both black and white, Shepherd later claimed that he “discovered” Willie Mays, in this case playing baseball on a “cow pasture diamond” in Alabama. As he told a reporter, “I said to myself right then, ‘Get this boy to play on your Choo Choos, and you’ve got it made.’ ” He wanted to sign Willie to a contract, but Aunt Sarah told him Willie had to finish school. “Let me have that boy for five years, and he can buy his own school,” Shepherd told her. Sarah held firm.

Willie never signed a contract, but he was allowed to go to Chattanooga, where he moved into the Martin Hotel and played for the Choo Choos during the summer. They were hard to miss on the road, what with “Choo Choos” scrawled on the side of the bus, and they played games from Texas to New York. “We learned it was a big world,” says Harold Shepherd, Beck’s son and a batboy on Willie’s team. On the road, when the men found nightclubs and other diversions, Harold and Willie went to the movies or played cards in their hotel room.

Willie was initially assigned to shortstop, but the first baseman had trouble with his throws from deep short—on one play, the ball simply ripped off his glove. Willie returned to the outfield, where his education in baseball continued. “We’d go out there early, look at the field, and see what’s wrong,” recalls his teammate Frank Evans, who is ten years older than Mays. Some fields had embankments; others, slopes or ditches. “You don’t wait until you get in the game to see what’s out here,” Evans told Mays, “because otherwise you can get yourself killed.”

Evans worked with Mays on his baserunning (“tag everything with your left foot”) and hitting, but he offered no pointers on throwing. “The Lord blessed him,” he says, “with a helluva’n arm.”

Mays’s youth made him the target of jokes so severe that on one road trip, Beck Shepherd stopped the bus and told his team to ease off the boy or he’d leave them all on the road. “Willie and I would have finished the trip alone,” Shepherd later said. “Willie was a better ball club all by himself than all the rest of the players I had put together.” The teasing stopped.

Willie had other concerns. The players were paid a percentage of the gate, so if rain canceled the game, they received no money. On one road trip, bad weather postponed four or five games, and Willie was running out of cash. “We’d eat loaves of stale bread and sardines and crackers and RC Cola, and I remember—we were in Dayton, Ohio, at the time—I said to myself, if this ever gets over, I’m quitting,” Mays said.

Back in Chattanooga, he called his father and said he was coming home. He told Shepherd he was returning to Birmingham because his mamma was sick, and he asked for $2.50 in bus fare.

“You be back tomorrow?” Shepherd asked.

“Yeah,” Willie said.

He never returned. He had been with the team about a month.

The Choo Choos folded several years later, and by the time Mays was playing in the Polo Grounds, Shepherd was running a shoeshine parlor in Chattanooga. But his brush with the future Hall of Famer had a residual value. In 2005, a copy of a Choo Choos team photograph with Mays sold on eBay for $2,750.

The following year, Willie was playing for the TCI wire mill team with a special teammate—his father. Cat was thirty-six, still fit but past his prime. They patrolled the outfield, father in center, son in left. Since Willie was a boy, he had measured his own talent by his father’s. How much faster, stronger, and smarter was he than I? The gap had been closing until this season, when fly balls that Cat once would have handled—if only to protect his son—were now fair game for either. “My father had always been a symbol of strength to me, strength and ability,” Willie said. “But one day you grow up and you surpass your father. I know now that it’s a fact of life, even though it made me feel strange at the time.”

He remembers the game in which the torch was finally passed. It was the last contest of the season, and Willie knew he was almost ready for the Birmingham Black Barons. A line drive was hit between Cat and Willie, and Cat yelled, “Let me take it!”

Willie knew that Cat had earned the right to catch that ball, then he realized that his father was too far back and the ball was sinking too fast. So he did what his instincts and training had prepared him to do—he raced in front of his father and caught the ball off the top of his shoes. Afterward, no words were spoken on the field or back in the dugout.

“I knew that I’d shown him up,” Willie said. “And he knew it. I’ve never apologized to him for making the play. He’s never apologized to me for trying to call me off.” They could still share their lives, but they could no longer share the same outfield. “The only thing worse than being shown up by youth is being shown up by your own flesh and blood,” Willie said. “Because then you have to pretend that you like it.”



CHAPTER FOUR

A MOTHER’S LOVE

Annie Satterwhite didn’t raise her first son, but she was still part of his life. While news stories about Willie’s childhood usually overlooked his mother or mistook her for Aunt Sarah, she had a significant impact on the player, and the man, that he became.

Cat Mays apparently wanted to marry Annie, but she wasn’t interested. If Annie ever felt awkward or guilty about asking her two younger sisters to care for Willie, she never told him. Annie ultimately had plenty of practice in motherhood.

Her marriage to Frank McMorris produced ten children, eight girls and two boys. She had two sets of fraternal twins, a boy and a girl, though in each case the boy was stillborn. The family settled in the Powderly section of Birmingham, about five miles from Fairfield. Cat and Annie remained friends, allowing Willie to visit his mother easily by walking, biking, or catching a ride.

Like Cat, Annie was a talented athlete. In the early 1930s, when Willie was a baby, Annie starred on her high school basketball team, which won three consecutive state championships. But while Cat was carefree and soothing, Annie was fiery and intense. According to her son Charlie McMorris, “Both my mother and my father had tempers, but my mother more so.” She was a tough, resourceful country woman, he says. “She could cook most anything, and she would walk outside and say, ‘Give me one of those chickens.’ And every day was Thanksgiving.” She also brooked no dissent from any child. “We had a wood-burning stove,” McMorris says, “and she would take that piece of wood and knock your behind with it. Not one of the kids talked back to her.”

Her husband was also strong-willed, leading to a combustible relationship. Altercations were not uncommon, and their furies, against each other or strangers, sometimes spilled into the open. Frank was a plumber and Annie a laundress, but they also sold whiskey—“kind of like bootleggers,” according to McMorris. On one occasion, at one of Willie’s baseball games, Annie had a bottle of moonshine in her apron pocket. A patron wanted to buy it, but an argument ensued over the payment, leading to a brawl. “Daddy jumped in, others jumped him, and my mom took that bottle and hit the man in the head,” McMorris recalls.

Willie describes his mother as a “good lady” who, whenever he visited, would feed him and give him money. He played basketball and other games with his half-siblings but was never part of that family. He says he did not feel abandoned or neglected by his mother, and Herman Boykin, who drove him on some of his visits, saw Annie’s tenderness toward him. “Willie never felt disconnected to her,” he says. “Love overshadowed everything.”

Annie was also one of his biggest fans. When Willie reached the Birmingham Black Barons, she would sit behind home plate in a white hat and red blouse and cheer boisterously for her son. When he became a major leaguer in 1951, she pinned a Giants pennant on her wall and followed the games on radio. When a reporter for the Baltimore Afro-American wanted to interview Willie Mays’s mother, Annie called Sarah and asked if she wanted to present herself as Willie’s mother. Sarah said no. The reporter did interview Annie, and the story, published on October 9, 1951, described a mother’s love for her now-famous son. Annie said her three biggest days were when Willie signed with the Giants, when he played in his first big league game, and when the Giants won the pennant. “We were lucky to beat the Dodgers,” she said, “but I thought we’d win all the time.”

Willie knew about the tensions between his mother and stepfather and tried to stay clear of them. But one day when he was a teenager, Annie and Frank visited his house, and an argument broke out between them. “My mom had a mouth, and she didn’t back up,” Willie says. The hostilities escalated, and Frank raised his fist and started punching his wife. Frank was about the same size as Willie but not nearly as strong. Willie jumped in, grabbed his stepfather, and threw him against the wall.

“If you ever come into this house again, you sit in that chair and don’t move,” Willie told him, “because if you do, I’ll whip your goddamn ass.” In retrospect, Willie says, he may have thrown his stepfather too hard, but “from that day on, when they came over, my mother would run around the house, and he would sit in that chair.”

On April 15, 1953, Annie gave birth to her eleventh child, Diane, but she hemorrhaged badly and died on the way to a hospital. She was thirty-seven. Her death stunned her children, who had come to believe that giving birth, at least for her, was routine. Mays learned of her death while he was in the army, stationed at Fort Eustis in Virginia, and he was granted a leave to attend her funeral.

Mays almost never talks about his mother—friends of his for more than fifty years say they’ve never heard him mention her—perhaps because he doesn’t like to talk about, or even consider, sad events or unpleasant memories. “It don’t pay to dig up the past,” he once said. “Let it rest.” But there is little doubt that his mother—and her raising of a large family that did not include her firstborn—played an important role in shaping Mays, who many years later would use ANNIE as a computer password. “It contributed to his insecurity and drove him to overcome it,” says one close friend. “He thought, ‘My mom might have left me, but I am something and I’m going to prove it.’ I think that is part of what makes Willie tick. I don’t think it’s something that a child lives through and is not affected by.”

On Mother’s Day in 1954, a year after Annie’s death, Mays described his feelings in an as-told-to story for the Chicago Defender, a black newspaper.[3] He saluted Annie as someone who supported him unconditionally in his career (preparing chicken tenders, sweet potatoes, and chocolate layer cake for his road trips as a teenage ballplayer) and who contributed generously to her church (which sometimes meant sending her children out to solicit funds). Willie also said that his mother had prepared him for her own death. “One of the things she told me constantly was how uncertain life was and how futile it was to grieve over the loss of someone you love.... If she died and I broke down because of it, it would be just as bad as both of us dying.”

That steely temperament, forged as a young athlete to overcome any adversity, defined Mays’s career as well as his life. He did not let his own pain or suffering deter him from his goals. The essay’s most telling section was its conclusion. “Someone once asked me if I carry a picture of her,” he said. “I don’t. A picture would take me back to the past, might aggravate the hurt of knowing she is gone—physically. I’d rather carry her image in my heart and that’s the way she’d want it.”

Willie Mays never looked back, on anything, and what he brought with him he rarely shared with others but carried silently in his heart.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE BLACK BARONS

Willie’s close relationship with his father made it natural for him to seek out others like Cat—strong but nurturing figures who would push him to succeed while protecting him from unwanted intrusions or outright predators. Leo Durocher would be his most storied mentor, but before reaching the majors, Willie fell under the tutelage of an Alabama hero who prepared him for greatness in the Negro Leagues and beyond.

Lorenzo Davis looked like a Roman Centurion, 6-foot-3 and black as coal; even when relaxed, he seemed to stand at attention. Davis was born in 1917 in the small coal mining town of Piper, Alabama. Its Negro school ended in ninth grade, so his family moved to Fairfield so he could attend high school. After he joined the basketball team, Davis was sitting on the bench when fans began to chant the name of his hometown: “We want Piper! We want Piper!” He was Piper Davis thereafter.

He received a partial scholarship to play basketball at Alabama State College, but during his freshman year his family ran out of money, so he returned to Fairfield, where he initially worked in the coal mines. After two miners were killed in accidents, he found a job as a pipe fitter for $3.26 a day. He played in the Industrial League on the weekends, a line drive hitter with long, smooth strides and a strong arm. The Black Barons noticed, and in 1942 the team signed him for $500 a month. He was an instant star. Described in press accounts as “the best second baseman in the Black leagues,” Davis led the team to pennants in his first two full seasons and was named a starter in four consecutive East-West All-Star games. His renown grew further when he played for the Harlem Globetrotters in the off-season.

In 1945, Davis came close to history, drawing the attention of several scouts for Branch Rickey, president of the Brooklyn Dodgers, who was looking for a black player to integrate the major leagues. Rickey chose Jackie Robinson instead. “If [Davis] had a chance when he was young, he’d have been outstanding,” the Dodger scout Clyde Sukeforth later said. Davis was thirty years old in 1947, and he still appeared headed for the majors. The St. Louis Browns purchased a thirty-day option on him from the Black Barons, but they never placed him on their roster and let the option expire. Davis spent the year in Birmingham.

Early in the 1948 season, the Black Barons were on a weekend road trip in Chattanooga, and at the hotel Davis bumped into Willie Mays, who was in town playing for one of the industrial teams in the Birmingham area. Davis had played with Cat Mays in the Industrial League before he joined the Black Barons, so when word spread about a gifted young center fielder named Mays, Davis knew who he was. But he was surprised to see him playing for money.

“Boy, what are you doing here?” he asked.

“I’m playing ball,” Mays told him.

“If they catch you playing for money, they won’t let you play those high school sports,” Davis said.

Willie shrugged. “That’s okay.”

Davis had good reason to be intrigued by any prospect, for he had a new job that year, managing the Black Barons. The team had won two Negro League pennants in the 1940s and three in its history, but never a World Series. If Davis invited Willie for a tryout, he could be criticized for recruiting a callow teenager, but the possibility of a championship was too much to resist.

The next weekend, the Black Barons had a game in Atlanta, and Davis again saw Willie.

“You still interested in playing ball?” Davis asked him.

Willie said he was.

“Then have your daddy call me,” Davis said.

Willie had first seen the Black Barons when he was five or six and had dreamed of playing for them ever since. When he got home, he told his father about his conversation with Davis, and Cat promptly called his former teammate.

Davis was still worried about the rules that forbade high school athletes from receiving money for playing on professional teams.

“If he plays with me,” Davis told Cat, “he can’t play in no high school competition.”

“I don’t care,” Cat said. “If he wants to play, that’s up to him.” Cat gave Davis one piece of advice: “Don’t holler at him. If you want something done, tell him and he’ll do it, but if you holler, he’s going to back up, and you’re not going to get anything out of him.”

Davis told Cat to have his son at the ballpark on Sunday at twelve-thirty. The Black Barons had a doubleheader on the Fourth of July.

•   •   •

Willie Mays’s time in the Negro Leagues was relatively short but significant for what he learned both on and off the field. Just as he would play in Major League Baseball’s golden age of the 1950s, he participated at the very end of the finest era in the history of the Negro Leagues: skilled teams were still enthusiastically supported by proud communities before integration made them anachronisms. Mays himself was one of the last great products of the Negro Leagues, and he brought with him black baseball’s energy, sass, and theatrical flair, which sustained the legacy of those leagues long after they had faded away.

The Black Barons’ name was derived from the city’s white baseball team, the Birmingham Barons of the Southern Association, a Class AA league. (The Barons’ claim to fame occurred when Michael Jordan played for them, in 1994.) While the white Barons had a strong following, the Negro team played in no one’s shadow. Called “the jewel of Southern black baseball,” the squad was formed in 1920 with players from the Industrial League. With only fifteen or sixteen on the team, their main weakness was overtired pitching, but in all other aspects they were equivalent to AAA baseball or the major leagues—and probably superior defensively.

The Black Barons were at once a source of deep pride for the city’s growing Negro population and a defiant rejection of the racist imagery of blacks as simpletons or savages. Though not in huge numbers, white fans attended the Black Barons’ games at Rickwood Field (in segregated seating), and they watched the best players in the game: local stars like Mule Suttles and Satchel Paige as well as visiting greats from Josh Gibson to Jackie Robinson.

But it was African Americans who most vigorously supported their team, and the Black Barons were beloved celebrities. On game days, they would walk or ride down Fourth Avenue, the heart of the black community, preening in their freshly laundered uniforms. Local businesses showered the players with gifts. The hitter who slammed the season’s first homer would get a diamond-studded watch from a jeweler, two dinners from a restaurant, and $50 from a funeral home. Salons and dress shops would sponsor young women for the annual Miss Birmingham Black Baron Beauty Contest. Some games would feature jitterbug contests, marching bands, and various dignitaries, including “the brown queen of Birmingham.”

John W. Goodgame was a perfectly named pitcher for the Black Barons; when his career ended, he became the pastor of the Sixth Avenue Baptist Church South. On Sunday mornings he would end his sermon, “Well, I’m going to the ball game,” and encourage his parishioners to follow suit.

The fans’ loyalty wasn’t blind—they loved their team when they won but denounced them with equal gusto when they lost. “The ragged, listless, puny performance by the locals against Memphis,” said the Birmingham World, the city’s black newspaper. “Birmingham fans like a hustling, fighting, chatty baseball club. They don’t like players too lazy to trot off and on the field, to speed back and tag up and who are too indifferent about the game to pep things up.”

The Black Barons survived the Depression and, in 1940, were sold to Tom Hayes, the heavyset son of a Memphis undertaker, who oversaw the team’s most successful years. An appealing part of the team was its ballpark, Rickwood Field. Built in 1910 for the white Barons, the concrete and steel structure cost $75,000 and was seen as a monument to baseball’s success in the South. Its main entrance featured twin parapets and fanciful masks to evoke a movie house, while a graceful cupola hovered above the grandstand. In the 1930s, steel-frame light towers allowed Rickwood to become the first minor league park with night baseball. The grandstands could hold seven thousand spectators. Connie Mack, the legendary manager of the Philadelphia Athletics, personally laid out the diamond so the sun wouldn’t interfere with the outfielders. The field itself favored pitchers, with straightaway center at 470 feet.

By the start of the twenty-first century, Rickwood stood as America’s oldest ballpark. It may have been a baseball paradise, but it also reflected the South’s racial hierarchy. The segregated stands gave white fans superior seats. In some years, the Black Barons and their opponents couldn’t use the clubhouses but had to dress in one of the city’s black hotels, either the Palm Leaf or the Rush. At Black Baron games, African Americans could work as concessionaires and gatemen, but the ticket sellers had to be white. The most frustrating disparity was the most obvious: the team didn’t own its park but was forced to pay rental fees—a black enterprise enriching white owners—and was subject to the whims of white schedulers.

In the major leagues, Mays was often described as the game’s most exciting player, and his style can be traced to his years with the Black Barons. The black game placed greater emphasis on speed, creativity, and daring, for it was designed to explicitly entertain fans at a time when organized entertainment was limited. Negro League games featured a range of performers, such as tap dancers, jugglers, vocalists, and bands, and the players themselves were part of the show. Of course the teams played to win, but victory wasn’t the only criterion for success.

At an extreme, the teams relied on showboating and clowning—literally. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Indianapolis Clowns fielded two players as a comic duo, Reese “Goose” Tatum and Richard “King Tut” Martin, the latter wearing a clown outfit and oversized glove, a cigar between his teeth. Goose Tatum blended sports and vaudeville, first as a Clown and later as a rapid-dribbling Harlem Globetrotter, recycling some stunts—such as throwing confetti on the fans—in both acts. Other teams played “shadow ball,” in which fielders whipped an imaginary ball around the diamond, recording “outs” with great flair.

Some of these tactics dated from the 1880s, when black barnstorming teams used comedy to draw crowds, but slapstick was also controversial for its perpetuation of negative stereotypes of blacks, as seen in minstrel shows or in Stepin Fetchit roles. As Piper Davis said, “If you was black, you was a clown. Because in the movies, the only time you saw a black man he was a comedian or a butler. But didn’t nobody clown in our league but the Indianapolis Clowns. We played baseball.”

The Clowns, it should be noted, still fielded some good players, including, in 1952, an eighteen-year-old Alabaman named Hank Aaron.

In the 1920s, Babe Ruth’s dominance as a power hitter turned Major League Baseball into a slugger’s game, slow and predictable, with less emphasis on base stealing, bunting, and the hit-and-run. The Negro players, still striving for entertainment, refined those skills, which, combined with the loose structure of the leagues, contributed to freewheeling theatrics. The games involved constant movement, dancing off bases, subterfuge, improvisation, and verbal jousting. Players would throw balls behind their back or under their legs, or a shortstop would use his bare hand to tap the ball out of his glove to the second baseman to start a double play.

Just as segregation fostered the spirituals, blues, and jazz—designed to perpetuate black culture—the strict racial divide allowed Negro baseball players to develop their own athletic imprint.

When Willie Mays arrived at Rickwood Field, he had been given no assurances that he would make the team. He was given a faded uniform (number 21) with BIRMINGHAM across the chest and a cap inscribed with three Bs on the front.

“Go shag some flies,” Piper Davis told him. His center fielder, Norman Robinson, was a 5-foot-8 speedster with a weak arm, and Davis had heard about Willie’s gunshots from the outfield.

His new teammates were skeptical. “I ain’t never seen a ballplayer like that in my life,” Bill Powell, a right-handed pitching ace, recalled. “When he came out as a little ol’ boy, his pants were too big for him, his bat was too heavy.”

The doubleheader against the Cleveland Buckeyes began, and Mays, sitting out the first game, was doubtful as well. Now turned seventeen, he was more than ten years younger than most of his teammates. He wasn’t nervous about his age—he had always played with older boys or grown men—but these guys were bigger and stronger than anyone he’d played with. And they were good. He didn’t appreciate how good until he reached the major leagues; the Black Barons, he believed, were equal to anything he saw there.

He just sat.

“Watch,” Davis said. “Watch what’s going on.”

The Black Barons won the first game, and before the next one began, the players gathered in the clubhouse, cooling off and drinking sodas. Mays felt isolated, alone. Then Davis approached him. “I’m going to let you play the second game,” he whispered. “I don’t know how you’re going to do. Play left field and give it your best shot.”

Davis called over the equipment manager, Roosevelt Atkins, and handed him a slip of paper. “Roo, hang this lineup in the dugout.” Davis looked at Willie and winked. Listed seventh in the order was “Mays, LF.”

The manager was standing near home plate when he heard one of his players say, “That little boy’s in left field.” Others crowded around the lineup card and were complaining as well.

Davis returned to the dugout and asked, “How’s the lineup look to you fellows? If anybody don’t like it, there’s the clubhouse, and you can go back in there and take off your uniform if you want to. And you can take it with you.”

He had no takers.

Mays had to face Chet Brewer, a tall right-hander who entered the Negro Leagues with the Kansas City Monarchs in 1925, six years before Willie was born. In this instance, youth prevailed—Mays rapped two singles. After the game, Davis told Willie that he was hired and the Black Barons would pay him $250 a month, though it would increase to $300 if he hit over .300 in any one month. (He never did in his first season.)

Mays hadn’t cleared every hurdle. He was completing his sophomore year of high school, and neither Davis nor Cat would let him travel with the team until classes ended. Moreover, his playing for the Black Barons, even at home games, created an uproar at school. He had received payments from other teams for several years, but the visibility of the Black Barons brought his play to the attention of the school’s principal. As Davis predicted, E. J. Oliver called Willie into his office and said that if he was compensated for playing baseball, he would not be able to play high school sports in Alabama. He also threatened to suspend Willie. The youngster wanted to play baseball, but was it worth dropping out of high school? A meeting with Cat Mays, Aunt Sarah, and E. J. Oliver was hastily called.

Oliver was an unforgiving disciplinarian who held his students accountable, including Willie. He lived outside the city to avoid encounters with parents—he believed that could lead him to favor one of their children. To get to school, he rode a streetcar to Birmingham, transferred to the Bessemer line, got off at the Vinesville Station, and walked a mile through the woods—a total of thirty-two miles a day for forty-three years. His well-pressed suits, shined shoes, and carefully trimmed mustache conveyed precision and control. There were many rules. Students had to handle books and periodicals in the library with clean hands, applaud moderately in the auditorium, and walk purposefully in the halls. Girls had to wear dresses or skirts no higher than an inch above the knee. Any act of mischief or insubordination was grounds for corporal punishment, which was sanctioned by one of Oliver’s favorite biblical proverbs: “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child, but the rod of correction shall drive it from him.”

Willie Mays felt his wrath, and strap, once. Caught playing in the hall, he was summoned to the principal’s office and told to bend over a chair. Oliver’s message—obey the rules — was delivered with a half dozen decisive whacks.

Oliver, a graduate of Tuskegee, was also a progressive educator. His students were taught Negro history long before it became fashionable. He oversaw a wide range of clubs—math, science, drama, debate—and encouraged his best students to travel to Montgomery for academic meets. He celebrated black ambition, including athletics. He showed his students newsreels of Jackie Robinson playing for the Dodgers. But as its name suggested, Fairfield Industrial High also focused on the trades—such as tailoring and auto mechanics for boys, home economics and cosmetology for girls. Oliver was determined that all his students would be productive citizens once they graduated.

The principal reinforced Mays’s values of deference, sacrifice, and discipline, but the youth’s desire to play for the Black Barons undercut another tenet. In Oliver’s view, for blacks, education was the path to economic salvation. He expected all of his students to graduate, and he feared that Willie would now be distracted from his schoolwork. Oliver was also not beyond self-interest. Willie helped Fairfield win in football and basketball, increasing ticket sales and putting money in the school’s coffers. All of that would be gone if he played for the Black Barons.

What occurred at the meeting with Cat, Aunt Sarah, and Oliver was never disclosed to Willie. Ultimately, Sarah and Cat got what they wanted: Willie would continue to play for the Black Barons and without any disciplinary action, but he could travel with the team only when the school year was over. Willie did indeed lose his eligibility to play high school sports, except when the team played outside Alabama. (He helped the football team win a game in Florida.) The move outraged his classmates, who believed he was putting his interests above the school’s. But Willie was unmoved. He loved football and basketball, but baseball was now his profession.

In 1948, Piper Davis knew that all Willie needed was the opportunity. “He was an infant compared to the folks he was going to be playing with, but you could see the talent in him,” he recalled. “He had that something special inside.”

His job was to teach Willie on the field and protect him off it. In truth, he tried to protect him on the field as well. Mays was not expected to be an everyday player, but Norman Robinson broke his ankle, leaving center field open. The job was suddenly Willie’s, though the corner outfielders tried to take advantage of him. One game, when a ball was hit to right or left, the other outfielders yelled, “Come on, Willie! Come on, Willie!” forcing him to make long runs for the ball.

Davis would have none of it, and between innings, he called over the offending Black Barons. “You’re going to have to earn your money,” he barked. “We can get anybody to stand out there and yell, ‘Come on, Willie!’ I don’t want you running him foul line to foul line.”

While Mays was precocious, he was still unpolished. His arm was as powerful as rumored, but Davis instructed him to charge the ball as fast as possible, especially with a runner on second base. This advice, in hindsight, seems self-evident, but the practice wasn’t common at the time. In organized ball, outfielders were instructed to field grounders on one knee to ensure that the ball didn’t skip past them. When Mays reached the major leagues, he stunned baserunners when he charged the ball—he played the outfield like the infield.

Davis found other ways to help. Playing second base, he would signal to Mays in center field what pitch was being thrown, and on the bench he would tell him what the pitchers would try to do and who would knock him down. On the bases, he implored Mays to slide more aggressively into fielders who tried to block him from the base. At the plate, Mays struggled with the curveball, but Davis told him to stand straighter, keep his shoulder pointed toward the pitcher, and resist lunging. Ironically, major league pitchers tried to get Mays out with hard stuff, high and tight, because he now killed curveballs.

Davis emphasized forcing the action, speed, and aggression, especially on the bases. “If you think you can make, try it,” he’d say. Toughness was equally important. In a game against the Memphis Red Sox, Mays sped toward home plate and barreled into All-Star catcher Clinton “Casey” Jones. Mays and the ball arrived simultaneously, the runner’s spikes catching Jones high on the leg and leaving a long, bloody gash. Jones dropped the ball, but Mays felt terrible. When he reached the dugout, he headed straight for Davis.

“Piper, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t have to hit him like that.”

Davis took him aside. “Willie, that’s the man to hit. He’s got all that equipment on and he beats up on everyone, so he’s the one to tear up. He won’t block the plate on you no more.”

On another occasion, Mays hit a home run off Chet Brewer. His next time up, the veteran pitcher drilled him in the arm with a fastball. No ball had ever hit him so hard. Mays crumbled to the ground and began to cry. When he looked up, Davis was glowering over him and kicked him.

“Skip, they’re throwing at me,” Mays said. His screechy voice rose even higher when he was excited.

Davis made no effort to help him up. “Boy, you see first base?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Point to it.”

“It’s right down there,” Mays said, motioning down the line.

“Then get up and go down there, and the first chance you get, you steal second, and then third.”

Davis turned and walked back to the dugout, and Mays trotted down to first. He stole second and then third. He scored on a fly ball.

Back in the dugout, Davis said, “That’s how you handle a pitcher.”

Willie saw “shadow ball” in his first year with the Black Barons. The game stopped in the seventh inning, and, as he recalls, “they played baseball without the baseball.” His teammates were running around the bases and sliding into home just before the tag. “It was fun and entertaining, and people loved it,” he says, “but the real value was the mental part. You had to think what you were going to do with the ball even when there was no ball. You had to exercise your mind.”

Mays had always competed to win, but now, playing before large crowds, some reaching ten thousand, he realized he could be more than a baseball player. “In the Negro Leagues, we were all entertainers,” he says. “And my job was to give the fans something to talk about each game.”

In later years, he would contrive plays to incite fan reaction—such as slipping to the ground before making a catch—but at this age his natural ability was enough to generate howls, particularly on the bases and in the outfield. “He was the most exciting young player you’ve ever seen,” out-fielder James Zapp recalls. “It was a thrill just to watch him in a rundown because most of the time, he’d get out of that hot box.” Adds Bill Powell, “He did some impossible catches in the outfield, and then people would just stand there and shake their heads.”

On one drive to left center, Willie and the left fielder arrived at the ball simultaneously and nearly collided. The left fielder missed the ball, but Willie leaped and caught it barehanded, then threw it to the infield before anyone knew what happened. It was remarkable—a barehanded catch deep in the outfield—except Willie did it twice more. Using his oversized hand like a glove, he learned to charge and scoop up base hits with his right hand and throw the ball home in one fluid motion. “Nobody,” Davis later said, “and I mean nobody, ever saw anybody throw a ball from the outfield like him, or get rid of it so fast.”

The Negro League’s quintessential showman was Leroy “Satchel” Paige, the ageless right-hander, all legs and arms, whose windmill wind-up, famed hesitation pitch, and memorable quotes fueled his popularity. Among his rules for staying young: “Go very light on the vices, such as carrying on in society—the social ramble ain’t restful.” His unerring control and ability to change speeds also made him, according to some experts, the greatest pitcher of all time—any color, any league.

Mays faced Paige in one game, in the summer of 1948, when Paige, forty-one and playing for the Kansas City Monarchs, had been pitching professionally for more than twenty years. Mays knew little of the legend, and his first time up, he hit a fastball for a double. As he dusted himself off, Paige walked toward him. “That’s it,” he muttered.

Mays wasn’t sure what he meant, but he heard Paige tell his third baseman, “Let me know when that little boy comes back up.”

Next time up, the third baseman said, “Satch, here he is.”

Paige walked halfway to home plate and said to Mays, “Little boy, I’m not gonna trick you now. I’m gonna throw you three fastballs, and you’re gonna sit down.”

Paige threw three fastballs, and Mays sat down.

Shortly thereafter, the Cleveland Indians signed Paige, who would pitch for five years in the American League and then, at fifty-eight, would return for one additional game for the Kansas City Athletics. But he never faced Willie Mays again.

The greatest year for baseball in Birmingham’s history was 1948. Its white team drew more than 440,000 fans, a Southern Association record, on its way to winning the Dixie Series. Shortstop Artie Wilson of the Black Barons hit .403, winning the batting crown for the second straight year, and the team won the Negro American League Championship, taking the series against the Kansas City Monarchs, 4–3. In the second game, Willie Mays’s game-tying single in the bottom of the ninth allowed the Black Barons to win in extra innings.

In the World Series, Birmingham played the Negro National League Champion Homestead Grays, which over the years had produced such stars such as Cool Papa Bell and Josh Gibson and this year featured future Hall of Famer Buck Leonard (known as “the Black Lou Gehrig”). The Grays, who had beaten the Black Barons in the World Series in 1942 and ’43, won the first two games of this series.

In game three, Mays made a leaping catch against the center field wall and also threw out Leonard at second base. With the score tied in the bottom of the ninth and two men on and two out, Mays stepped to the plate and singled sharply up the middle, winning the game. But it was the Black Barons’ only victory of the series, with Homestead winning, 4–1.

Willie Mays proved he belonged. He struggled at the plate, hitting only .226 for the year, but he still made his mark in the field and on the bases. The Birmingham World first mentioned him on September 28: “Willie Howard Mays is the find of the year, if not the rookie of the year. He can hit, field, throw and deliver in the pinch. He lacks experience and has a feeble batting average. But he will break up your ball game and turn hits into putouts with sensational catches.”

The season produced one of the most famous photographs in Negro League history. The picture, by Ernest Withers, features the Black Barons in their brick clubhouse after they won the league championship. The jubilant players, many with their shirts off, are pressed together, smiling, cramped in a corner beneath an exposed lightbulb and flimsy hangers, a gritty, victorious image of camaraderie, unity, and love. But in the back row, hidden by arms and shoulders, there is a smooth ebony face without a smile, only wonderment and innocence, a boy among men.

Cross-country bus rides became part of the romantic lore of the Negro Leagues, a celebration of male bonding and roadside adventure that satisfied the wanderlust of any ballplayer. But the rides were also grueling marathons marked by cheap hotels, lousy food, and—particularly in the South—racial indignities. The Black Barons spent more time on the road than most teams: they were one of only two southern teams in the Negro American League, which meant long trips to Kansas City, Chicago, Indianapolis, and Cleveland. Exhibitions, meanwhile, took them from St. Louis to New York.

For Willie Mays, the endless hours on the bus, combined with his sojourns in faraway cities, gave him a view of the country that most of his high school peers could only dream about. These experiences contributed to his sense that baseball was really one big traveling family, quarrelsome at times, but beholden to the greater good of the clan. Willie was still protected, but his time with these older men, intimately familiar with the angry, violent subtext of Jim Crow, broadened his education on how to survive the country’s racial codes.

The cross-country experience was full of contradictions. Negro Leaguers might be denied food or gas by the very people who would patronize their games later that day, but that didn’t deter the players from performing at their highest level. Their exploits made them heroes in their own community but reminded them of their subordinate position in the country at large.

“It was an arduous existence, which consisted of long rides, low pay, and a game almost every day,” said Monte Irvin, who starred with the Newark Eagles in the 1940s before playing with the New York Giants. Players would wash their clothes in the morning and dry them by holding them out the window on their ride to the next town. Barred from hotels in some cities, teams would sometimes sleep on the bus, in rooming houses, or even in jails. “The traveling conditions were almost unbelievable,” Irvin said. “That was the tragic part about traveling, particularly in the South, where we couldn’t even stay in the third- or fourth-rate hotels.”

Negro Leaguers later bristled at this vagabond image—puttering across America, nearly broke, bordering on desperation—as obscuring the dignity of their efforts and their own resourcefulness. Roy Campanella, who began his career in 1937 with the Washington Elite Giants, recalled that the bus combined home, dressing room, dining room, and hotel. “Rarely were we in the same city two days in a row,” he said. “Mostly, we played by day and traveled by night; sometimes we played both day and night and usually in two different cities... [But] I loved the life despite the killing schedule.”

The team’s bus would sometimes pick up Willie in Fairfield. “He was just standing there on the highway with his suitcase, a little country boy,” recalled James Zapp. Other times, the bus driver would pretend not to see Willie and drive right past him, alarming him until he saw the bus circle back to get him.

The driver, Charlie Rudd, was also the team’s navigator, mechanic, and batboy, though he was called “batman” because he was in his fifties. Rudd had more faith in the vehicle than it deserved. Its brakes once went out on a hill outside Asheville, North Carolina, and one of the older players began calling out signals. “If we came to a right turn, everybody leaned left, and vice versa,” Piper Davis recalled. “I’m saying to myself, ‘Lawd, get me out of this,’ and finally the ‘batman’ used his gears, so we stopped. It’s lucky we didn’t meet nobody or catch up with nobody.”

On another occasion, the bus broke down completely on the way to Montgomery. Davis left on foot and returned a half hour later driving an ice truck. “Got to play a game, fellas,” he called out. Mays and his teammates piled into the frigid vehicle and, with the back door open, shivered for the next forty miles.

Rudd picked up the players in front of Bob’s Savoy Café, the largest Negro café in Birmingham, and Davis demanded that they be on time. It didn’t always happen, but Rudd seemed to know when tardy players were moments away from arriving. He would stall for a few minutes by cleaning the windshield, wiping the headlights, or checking air in the tires.

But on one occasion he couldn’t save Willie when the boy arrived early at the Savoy. The owner, a large, light-skinned man, had a table for Willie so he could keep an eye on him, but after his meal Willie put his suitcase on the bus and walked down the street to shoot pool. He lost track of time, and the bus rumbled off. Alerted, he raced outside, found a taxi, and, with the car blaring its horn, caught up with the bus several miles outside Birmingham.

“You can’t leave me!” he shouted at Davis in his high voice.

“You don’t want to be late,” he said, “so get your little chicken butt on your seat and sit down so we can get going to Kansas City.” Davis didn’t reimburse the taxi fare, and Willie was never late again.

As the youngest Black Baron, Mays sat in the back, over the rear wheel, and watched this traveling ecosystem. There were memorable characters, such as pitcher Nat Pollard, who was called “the prophet” and later became a preacher, and catcher Pepper Bassett, who by reputation never met a hanging curveball or a pretty lady he didn’t like. Card games drained a lot of time. Tonk, a kind of knock rummy, was the most popular. Other players sang gospel songs, told jokes, or read newspapers; third baseman John Britton studied the sports pages and told Willie how many hits DiMaggio had. Some players discussed their sexual conquests. But the most popular topic was simply baseball.

Some rides would start at midnight, hurtling past cotton fields and prairies so the team could avoid a hotel bill. A different city every night: Kansas City or Chicago, Little Rock or Memphis. They would eat out of paper bags or stop at grocery stores along the way. At one bus station in New Orleans, black cooks and waitresses would give them special service in the back. One time, a white customer complained about being neglected. The manager walked into the back and yelled at the waitress. Willie always remembered what happened next: “She took off her apron, placed it over her chair, and walked out the door without saying a word.”

Willie’s teammates were accommodating, to a point. One night, over a long, bumpy road, he was jounced so badly that he moved to the front of the bus to sit with Bassett, who at 6-foot-3 and 225 pounds was one of the biggest players on the team. Willie tried to get him to move, but he wouldn’t. So Willie asked Davis, sleeping nearby, for assistance, but Bassett opened his eyes and growled, “You better get away from me.” He took a swing, missed, and hit an overhead rack. Willie retreated.

Willie was usually an adept sleeper, on some occasions able to snooze by lying on the duffel bags stuffed in the back. In the major leagues, when he traveled by train, New York Giant announcer Russ Hodges said that Mays “was the greatest sleeper I ever saw.” He could be wide awake on an airplane as it began to taxi on the runway and be asleep by takeoff. As a Black Baron, resting was easier after the team bought a modish blue and silver bus called the Blue Goose; it had reclining seats, air-conditioning, and reliable brakes.

Piper Davis had assured Cat that Willie would be protected—the boy couldn’t go anywhere without a chaperone. To ensure that he got to bed early, Davis rotated Willie’s roommate, always putting him with the next day’s starting pitcher. Davis assumed that tomorrow’s hurler would prefer sleep to late-night temptations.

While Willie’s classmates may have spent their summers reading about other places in America, Willie was visiting them and could report back on his experiences. He talked about New York, where the bus caught fire in the Holland Tunnel and Willie had to rescue his two suitcases before playing at the Polo Grounds. He described St. Louis, where he attended his first major league game at Sportsman’s Park and saw Stan Musial hit. He discussed Philadelphia, where he got a close look at the Liberty Bell; he told his classmates about the crack. “It was a history lesson,” Mays says. My classmates “got it from books. I got it from life.”

The Black Barons demonstrated character and pride in ways beyond winning games. How you looked also made a statement. “We were one of the sharpest dressed teams in the league,” Bill Greason says. “We walked off that bus and were well respected. We wanted to represent our city well, our people well, and our team well.” Fashion carried other advantages. “Piper and the rest of us told Willie, ‘If you’re looking good, the girls will look at you. And if you’re looking decent, you don’t have to talk as much.’ ” Both appealed to Willie.

If a player didn’t have nice clothes, his teammates chipped in and bought him some. Such gestures were common in the Negro Leagues. The teams didn’t have trainers, so the players gave one another rubdowns. The ballparks didn’t have lights, so the guys strung their own. The owners didn’t have money, so the teammates shared what they had. “It was the togetherness,” Greason says. “We all dealt with family problems, but we all helped each other out. [The Black Barons] were the best group I’ve ever been around.”

The Black Barons gave Willie more formal tutorials about his own baseball heritage. He learned, for example, that Jackie Robinson wasn’t the first black player in the major leagues. As far back as 1872, Negroes played in organized baseball, but they always faced resistance, and by the 1890s, the color line had been firmly established. The Black Barons delighted in telling the story of how Ty Cobb, touring Cuba in 1910, teamed with players of color. The race-baiting Cobb was outraged that three of them had outhit him. “We would laugh about that on the rides: good ol’ Ty—the Georgia Peach—miffed at being outhit,” Mays later said.

He received a more pointed education about race in America. In Fairfield, he had been relatively insulated from overt hostility, his carefree personality putting everyone, black and white, at ease, his athletic achievements making him a budding celebrity. The Black Barons cast race relations in a different light. They understood how tenuously they clung to their freedom as well as their lives.

They played for a team in Birmingham, which was different from the rest of the country, even different from many other places in the South. Different—as in more hostile to blacks. Controlled by white supremacists, the city crushed any hint of Negro defiance with swift, violent efficiency. That message was delivered in 1942, when a black man in Birmingham argued with a white bus driver about three cents in change. The man stepped off the bus, and the driver shot him six times. No charges were filed. The violence was organized and systemic. In 1947, a year before Mays joined the Black Barons, a reenergized Ku Klux Klan adopted a new tool to keep black families out of white neighborhoods: dynamite.

On August 18, 1947, six sticks were used to blow up the house of a black man who had successfully sued to end Birmingham’s racist zoning laws. Within two years, so many black homes had been detonated in one area that it was known as Dynamite Hill, and the city was nicknamed Bombingham. Its most famous bombing, killing four black girls at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 1963, culminated years of terrorism against the African American community. In the civil rights era, the man most closely associated with using police-state tactics to uphold segregation was Eugene “Bull” Connor, the city’s police commissioner. He was elected to office in 1937 and was responsible, in 1963, for turning fire hoses and attack dogs against peaceful demonstrators.

Birmingham’s suffocating bigotry stunned the black journalist Carl T. Rowan, who visited the city around 1950 and encountered passive Negroes who “dare not be seen” on any street after sundown. He discovered that blacks in Birmingham lived under a shadow of intimidation and oppression, and he was left “aghast by the obvious fear in the eyes of innocent people.”

All blacks in the South were in peril, for southern authorities had long been arbitrarily arresting African Americans on trumped-up charges, such as vagrancy or loitering, and leasing them into corporate slave camps. Douglas A. Blackmon, in Slavery by Another Name, documents the pervasive use of this practice in the coal mines surrounding Birmingham; headstones still mark the sunken graves of those who died in collapsed prison mines. Blackmon estimates that in 1930, “the great majority” of African Americans in the Black Belt of the South were almost certainly trapped in some form of coerced labor.

Negro baseball players, in comparison, led a charmed life, so the Black Barons had good reason to bear their resentments quietly. At the 1948 Negro League World Series, several games were played at Pelican Park in New Orleans, and black fans, including the wives of players, were separated by chicken wire, corralled like farm animals. But those affronts could be endured compared to other forms of oppression.

Bill Greason, seven years older than Mays, was the second youngest player on the team. He says the veterans taught all the young players how to survive in an unjust, unforgiving world. “With all the rejection we had to suffer, you had to learn to laugh and keep going,” Greason says. “Don’t let anybody know they hit your weak spot. Just keep going as if you didn’t hear it, and try to make your enemy your friend. If you perform well enough, they’ll come to your side.”

He recalls the night that a white fan threw beer on him and called him names. He went to the dugout and changed his uniform but never said a word. “If they try to anger you and you smile, sooner or later they let you go,” Greason says. After he retired, he used his compassion and forgiveness as the pastor at Bethel Baptist Church in Birmingham.

This conciliatory approach echoed Piper Davis’s advice to Willie on getting hit by a pitch: brush yourself off, run down to first, and steal a base. Physical retaliation or verbal sparring serves no purpose.

The Black Barons taught Mays that defiance was self-defeating, or as Mays describes it: “Keep your mouth closed.” He credits his father for insisting that he remain positive, but the Black Barons prepared him to overcome racial assaults. “I was programmed,” he explains, “to do these things before I got into professional ball. You had to understand that they were going to call you names, you had to understand that whatever you did it was going to be negative because of who you were. I knew that stuff from the Black Barons.”

Mays repeatedly uses the word “programmed” in describing his preparation for the outside world, a hardwiring of stoicism and strength that no adversary could reverse.



CHAPTER SIX

THE GIANTS CALL

The  Chicago Defender was America’s most influential black newspaper, a staunch advocate for baseball’s integration with more than half its readers outside Chicago. It also recognized the game’s broader role in the quest for racial equality. So Mays achieved a certain milestone when the Defender, on August 27, 1949, published an article: MOVE OVER, YOU VETS, WILLIE MAYS IS COMING UP LIKE A PRAIRIE FIRE. It said that Mays, “a mild-mannered young chap,” was “probably the most promising youngster to come up to a Negro American League team in a long number of years.” Some major league scouts were already looking at him. A photograph shows Mays in his baggy uniform with his hands on his knees, a broad smile across his face, an image of confidence and joy.

The Defender ’s enthusiasm was understandable. Mays had joined the Black Barons as a rough, uncut diamond, but his brilliance soon emerged. In his second year, he raised his average to .311, and in the first nine home games of 1950, he was batting .394. But his hitting was almost secondary; over the years, the Black Barons had many fine hitters. What stood out was Willie’s glorious arm. “He is a sensation at throwing long balls that spell OUT for the surprised runner,” the Birmingham World reported on April 11, 1950. “Mays in a recent game with the Cleveland Buckeyes chocked a 295-foot-fly; threw the ball the entire distance to home and cooled a probable three-run rally.” The pap\er, which nicknamed him “the Arm,” published a photograph of Willie on May 9 beneath the headline: DEATH TO BASESTEALERS. The story noted that Mays “is believed to have the best long throwing arm in Negro baseball today.”

Mays hit fourth in the lineup, and his teammates called him “Sonny Boy”—or maybe it was “Sunny Boy.” Either name fit. At Rickwood Field, white reporters began writing about him and young ladies threw pennies his way on the outfield grass.

Willie was unfazed. “He didn’t receive accolades so that he was puffed up and proud,” Bill Powell said. “He always had that pleasing personality, always jovial, always laughing.... He was clean cut, no drinking, no smoking. All he drank were pops. No matter how many accolades he received, he was still Willie Mays.”

But he couldn’t save the Black Barons or the Negro Leagues. Once Jackie Robinson stepped onto the field with the Brooklyn Dodgers on April 15, 1947, joined eleven weeks later by Larry Doby with the Cleveland Indians, the attention of black baseball fans switched to new ballparks. The Black Barons may have drawn record crowds in 1948, but elsewhere attendance plummeted. That year, African Americans preferred seeing Robinson and, by then, Roy Campanella in New York, St. Louis, Boston, and other National League cities. Larry Doby and, by July, Satchel Paige were the big attractions in American League towns. In August, for example, Paige drew 51,000 for a game at Comiskey Park in Chicago, which he won, 5–0. Several nights later, the annual East-West Negro League All-Star Game at Comiskey drew 37,099, a 30 percent decline from the previous year. By 1951, the paid attendance was down to 14,161.

Black newspapers, which had once been the Negro League’s greatest advocates, were now devoting their coverage to the major league pioneers; they were the battering ram against the country’s broader walls of segregation. When the Homestead Grays won the 1948 World Series, its hometown newspaper, the Pittsburgh Courier, covered the event in two paragraphs amid stories about black major leaguers. The Grays folded in 1951.

The Negro League owners were trapped in a downward spiral. To reduce their losses, they had to sell their top players, which accelerated their demise. In 1948, the owners of the Newark Eagles sold their top player, Monte Irvin, to the New York Giants for $5,000. The Kansas City Monarchs sold six players, including Paige. The Black Barons’ owner, Tom Hayes, facing his own financial crisis, had begun to auction off his superior players.

In 1949 Artie Wilson, the best shortstop in black baseball, was sold to the Oakland Oaks in the Pacific Coast League for a reported $10,000. After the 1949 season, Piper Davis was sold to the Boston Red Sox for $7,500, with the promise of another $7,500 if he made it to the major leagues. Pitcher Alonzo Perry was also dispatched to the Oakland Oaks for $5,000 (though he returned to the Black Barons the following year).

That Willie Mays would end up in the major leagues was inevitable, but the scouting and signing of him is a story of missed opportunities, colossal blunders, and blinkered racism.

Some scouts blew their chance for immortality simply because they couldn’t judge talent. In 1949, a Pittsburgh Pirate scout was following the Black Barons, and Piper Davis approached him in a hotel lobby in New Orleans.

“Give us $2,000 and you can have that kid,” he said.

“Nah,” the scout said. “Even if we got him, we’d make a pitcher out of him.”

“Ah, shit,” Davis said under his breath. In an interview years later, Davis said: “They could have had Clemente in right and Mays in center.”

The team with the inside track on Mays was the Boston Braves, one of whose scouts, Bill Maughn, lived in Cullman, Alabama, about fifty miles north of Birmingham. On a June night in 1949, driving through Birmingham, he decided to catch a Black Barons’ game at Rickwood. In the second inning, with runners on first and third for the opposing team, the hitter drove the ball off the left field scoreboard. The left fielder picked it up, and the center fielder raced over, yelling, “Give it to me! Give it to me!” As Maughn recalled, “I’ll be dog-gone if the left fielder didn’t shovel pass it to him like a football player and the center fielder threw out the runner trying to go from first to third.” Four innings later, the center fielder “goes to right-center and he has to turn and throw and he gets another one by eight feet, trying to go from first to third.”

Maughn had never seen anything like it. He also didn’t know anyone there, so he asked a ticket seller who owned the Black Barons. The ticket seller introduced him to Tom Hayes, who told Maughn the name of the boy in center field. Hayes also said that one of Maughn’s colleagues had already been there—he showed the scout the business card of Henry Jenkins, the Boston Braves’ farm director. Hayes said that he had spoken on the telephone to the Braves’ owner, Lou Perini, as well, and the Braves had offered $7,500 for Willie.

Given Hayes’s cash crunch, he probably would have sold Mays right then. But the major leagues prohibited any team from signing a player who was still in high school; in fact, teams weren’t supposed to even make contact with those players. The Braves had asked the major league commissioner, Albert “Happy” Chandler, to waive the rule for Mays, given that he was already playing for money, but Chandler decided the rule still applied. Jenkins told Hayes that he would contact him as soon as Willie graduated the following year.

But Maughn was taking no chances. Seeking to gain his trust, the scout introduced himself to Mays, following him the rest of the season and picking up the trail in the spring of 1950. “I’d stand on the roof at Rickwood and watch him, and I knew this guy was mine,” Maughn said. On May 1, 1950, Maughn wrote to Jenkins: “In regard to Willie Mayes, well, here is the best standout prospect available in the nation. When I say he could even pitch for my money, I am not fooling, as he is the fastest human being throwing from 60 feet 6 inches that I have ever seen.” Of course, Maughn hadn’t seen Mays pitch, nor had he learned to spell his last name, but that didn’t matter. He continued: Willie “graduates the 15th of the month and I plan on being in Birmingham that date.... Harry, this boy is it, believe me.”

Jenkins, meanwhile, repeatedly assured his boss, Perini, that the Birmingham boy was going to be a great Brave.

On May 31, Willie dispelled E. J. Oliver’s worst fears and, having completed all of his classwork, graduated from Fairfield Industrial High School.[4] In his senior year, he was not absent or tardy a single day. Baseball commitments, however, did preclude him from graduation practice, so at the ceremony itself he didn’t adhere to the precision marching. “He was kind of skipping and dancing around,” Loretta Richardson says. “Mr. Oliver was gritting his teeth, getting red, but everybody got through it.”

Willie Mays received his degree in cleaning, dyeing, and pressing, which happened to overlap the interests of a baseball player to whom he would later be compared. As a youth at St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys in Baltimore, Babe Ruth excelled in the tailor shop, sewing shirts.

Unknown to Willie, while he was receiving his degree, Maughn was talking to Hayes about his baseball contract. Hayes wanted $7,500 when Willie signed and another $7,500 if Willie was still with the Braves a year later. Willie himself would receive a $4,000 bonus, according to this proposal, and would finish the year with the Black Barons. Maughn countered that the Braves would want Mays to report to one of their farm clubs immediately.

On May 21, a Sunday, the Braves sent down a second scout, Hugh Wise, to watch Willie play a doubleheader, and the youngster struggled, with only one hit in eight at-bats. Wise feared that Mays might not hit big league pitching and concluded that he wasn’t worth $7,500. Maughn argued that Wise had seen him play only one day, but Wise said he had seen enough. After a full year of scouting Mays, the Braves never made an offer.

Perini later lamented how myopic financial considerations cost him the greatest center fielder ever. But money wasn’t the primary issue when teams, including the Braves, were paying tens of thousands of dollars for prospects. The issue was race. In 1950, the Braves fielded their first black player, Sam Jethroe, who was originally signed by the Brooklyn Dodgers but then sold to the Braves for $150,000. Jethroe, a fleet-footed center fielder, was a very good player—he would be the National League’s Rookie of the Year—which might have encouraged the Braves to bring in more blacks, even those with questionable hitting skills. But bringing in two Negroes in one year could be seen as excessive. One at a time was sufficient. As Maughn ruefully noted in a 1965 interview, “They moved slower back then.”

Two years later, the Braves did pay the Indianapolis Clowns $10,000 for Hank Aaron, who reached the majors in 1954. (The club had moved to Milwaukee in 1953.) Aaron spent twenty-one years with the team in Milwaukee and Atlanta, and—but for the blunders of his organization—could have been part of the greatest one-two punch in baseball history.

While Maughn had lost his man, he was still eager to help Mays. On June 17, 1950, he bumped into New York Giant scout Eddie Montague at an all-star high school game in Atlanta. Montague said he was going to Birmingham to evaluate Black Baron Alonzo Perry, a strapping 6-foot-3 first baseman. The Giants had already signed two black players, Monte Irvin and Hank Thompson, and were looking for more. “Listen,” Maughn said, “you forget about Perry. Willie Mays is the one that you want.”

According to Montague, Maughn never referred to the wunderkind by name, just as “a young Negro ballplayer... with a great arm.” On Sunday, June 19, Montague and a fellow Giant scout, Bill Harris, reached Birmingham for a Black Baron doubleheader. As Montague later recounted, “I had no inkling of Willie Mays, but during batting and fielding practice, my eyes almost popped out of my head when I saw a young colored boy swing the bat with great speed and power, and with hands that had the quickness of a young Joe Louis throwing punches. I also saw his great arm during fielding practice, and during the games his speed and fielding ability showed up.... He lined a double off the right field wall, sent the left fielder back to the fence on a whistling drive, and then hammered a double into center. This was the greatest young ballplayer I had ever seen in my life.”

During the game, the two scouts moved around the ballpark to watch Mays from different angles but saw most of the game from the roof, where Montague clocked him running to first base. “Four seconds is about the best you can expect from a right-handed batter,” he later said. “Yet Willie was doing that and even faster. Only speedy lefties can get down to first under four seconds.” Montague also met Tom Hayes and promptly asked him how much he wanted for his center fielder. Hayes said $15,000, half now and half when he reported, though he wanted to keep Mays for the balance of the season. After the game, Montague met Mays in the locker room, and all he saw “was muscles and a magnificent pair of shoulders.” But the scout was also impressed by his “likeable attitude.” He told Mays he would see him the following night in Tuscaloosa.

Jack Schwarz, the director of the Giants’ farm system, was reading the newspaper at his home in Massapequa, New York, when the telephone rang. It was Harris from his hotel in Birmingham. “He told me he had seen enough of Perry to know he was not the man we wanted,” Schwarz recalled. “But he thought the Black Barons had one player worth having, a nineteen-year-old kid named Mays—Willie Mays. Harris reported that Mays could hit to either field, that he could run, that he had a real good arm. As I listened, it added up to a routine description of a player who happens to strike a scout favorably. Nothing more, nothing less. Then Montague got on the phone. Now it was different. Montague fairly exploded. ‘You’ve got to get this boy!’ he shouted. ‘He’ll be in the big leagues in two years. Don’t ask any questions. Just go get him.’ That was the convincer. From then on, we went after Willie.”

They had little time to waste. On June 2, the Birmingham World reported “persistent talk that scouts of the Boston Braves, Boston Red Sox, the Brooklyn Dodgers and the Cleveland Indians are hot on the trail of center fielder Willie Mays.”

On the following night in Tuscaloosa, Montague arrived alone at the ballpark so early that “if it had not been for the groundskeeper, I would have been lonely.” When the Black Barons got off their bus, he quietly approached Mays and asked to speak with him in private.

“Would you like to play professional baseball, Willie?”

“Yes, sir,” Willie said.

“Would you like to play for the Giants?”

“Yes, sir.”

The scout told him he would speak to Tom Hayes about his contract.

“What contract?” Willie asked. “Mr. Hayes doesn’t own me.” While Willie did sign a contract for his first season, he had not for the remaining two.

Montague said if that was the case, he would deal directly with him, and Willie gave him his phone number and address in Fairfield. Montague assumed he had to move fast, because he saw Brooklyn Dodger scout Ray Blades at the game in Tuscaloosa, in which Mays smoked several line drives and made a fine catch and throw.

The next morning, when Montague called, Willie said he’d have to deal with his aunt Sarah. She came to the phone, and the scout asked how much it would take to sign Willie. Sarah said $5,000. Montague said he had to touch base with his home office, then he’d be at their house that afternoon. He spoke again with Schwarz.

“If he’s that good, go and get him,” Schwarz said.

At the house, Willie introduced Montague to his aunt and Loretta. At 4 P.M., Cat arrived home from the mill, the contract was drawn up, and the whole crew proceeded to a notary to have the document signed and notarized. Cat signed for his underage son. According to Montague’s later account, the bonus was actually for a thousand dollars less than what Sarah had requested—Montague talked her down to $4,000, plus a salary of $250 a month. The Giants also paid Tom Hayes $10,000, mainly to keep the team on good terms with him. That move didn’t sit well with Cat. “Why should Mr. Hayes get anything?” he asked Montague. “I ain’t signed no contract with Mr. Hayes; Willie ain’t signed no contract with Mr. Hayes.”

“Well, we don’t want no trouble later,” Montague responded. “He might come back and try to sue us.”

Horace Stoneham, the Giants owner, sent Hayes a telegram on June 21, confirming the transaction though (like Maughn) misspelling the prospect’s name: “Willie H. Mayes Jr.”

Montague recalled Cat Mays “as a proud man that day when Willie signed his first contract.” Loretta remembers that after the scout left, her mother wept. She would give Cat $250 and Willie $3,000, which he used for a new green Mercury and some clothes.

Willie felt gratitude and elation. He knew that organized baseball had accelerated the signings of top Negro players, and now, if he performed well with the Giants’ minor league affiliates, he could play in the same league as his heroes—DiMaggio, Musial, Williams, and Jackie Robinson.

On one level, Mays’s signing seemed to suggest how alert major league teams were to promising young Negro players. Mays had just turned nineteen and was barely out of high school. But the signing was actually a case study in baseball’s halting efforts to integrate. Mays was not a hidden gem—he was the most charismatic star of the very league that was funneling its best young talent to the majors, with 1950 marking the third year out of four in which a black player (Jackie Robinson, Don Newcombe, and Sam Jethroe) had won the Rookie of the Year Award.

By 1950, five years had passed since the Dodgers had signed Jackie Robinson from the Kansas City Monarchs, but only four of sixteen teams in the major leagues had blacks on their rosters (the Dodgers, Indians, Giants, and Braves; the Browns had had three but had released them). Both the Giants and the Braves had approached Mays, but where were the other fourteen teams?

At least two other organizations had reports on Mays—the Dodgers and the Chicago White Sox. In the case of the Dodgers, both Robinson and Roy Campanella recommended Mays after they played against him in 1949 during a barnstorming tour through the South, but a scout named Wid Mathews watched Mays that year and concluded, “The kid can’t hit a curveball.” Nonetheless, another Brooklyn scout was back on the trail in 1950. The Dodgers certainly knew the immense value, on the field and at the gate, of developing dynamic Negro players. But they apparently passed on Mays because they already had three established African American stars (Robinson, Newcombe, and Campanella), they had two others meriting promotion, and they feared having too many blacks. Sportswriters speculated that “the magic number” for black players on any one team was five; exceeding that threshold increased the risk of a backlash from white fans. By 1955, Dick Young of the Daily News, noting the significant financial investment of baseball owners, opined that five blacks were not excessive but eight might be. This informal quota also applied to professional football, where teams restricted the number of black players to seven or fewer.

Bill Maughn, the Braves’ scout, acknowledged that his team didn’t sign Mays because it had just acquired Sam Jethroe from the Dodgers, and Branch Rickey, in discussing that sale, conceded the unspoken quota: “Ownership thought there was a surfeit of colored boys on the Brooklyn club.”

The Boston Red Sox sent its scout, George Digby, to evaluate Mays, and Digby later said, “He was the greatest prospect I ever saw.” But the Red Sox had just signed Piper Davis and would not sign a second; the team would be the last in the major leagues to integrate, in 1959.

Mays was a free agent for three weeks, between his graduation from high school and his signing with the Giants, and virtually all of Major League Baseball missed him. Bill Maughn knew why: “It was the color line at the time,” he told Look magazine in 1955. “That explains how Willie was on the loose for a solid month.... The teams which had signed Negro players felt they had enough, for the time being, at least. Those who didn’t have any were not interested at the time. Most of the scouts I told about Willie, after the Braves turned him down, were Southerners, who would be inclined to [look the other way].”

That was certainly the case with New York’s third baseball team, the Yankees, who were determined to keep the squad white. In 1949, their general manager, George Weiss, heard about a young center fielder with the Birmingham Black Barons; his bosses notwithstanding, Weiss dispatched his part-time scout Bill “Wheels” McCorry to Alabama for a report. Though born in upstate New York, McCorry—according to Roger Kahn—“has the attitudes of a Southern Klansman, which he made little effort to conceal.” He reported that Willie Mays could run and throw but was not worth signing because “the boy can’t hit a good curveball.” The Yankees did not put a black player on its roster until Elston Howard, in 1955.[5]

The New York Giants were not deterred by race. They simply needed good players. As Charles “Chub” Feeney, the vice president of the Giants and a nephew of Horace Stoneham’s, said, “Of course we knew segregation was wrong. My uncle knew it and I knew it, but pure idealists we were not. Competing in New York, against the Yankees and the Dodgers, the resource we needed most was talent.... In 1949, the Negro Leagues were the most logical place in the world to look for talent.”

Still, the Giants were guilty of more subtle bigotry. On June 22, Eddie Montague wrote a letter to Jack Schwarz, in part to celebrate his own skills in outmaneuvering their other rivals as well as to offer an evaluation of Willie: “If Mays has any flaws in his ability it is in not knowing how to run and I would like to suggest that we employ a track coach to help him.” This could be turned to the Giants’ advantage. “If Jesse Owens or some other great negro runner is around the New York area I believe it would be a great publicity angle and worth the time and money to hire him.” No track coach was ever needed for Willie Mays.

Montague also spoke highly of his ability to sign Mays for only $4,000 but noted that his true financial worth was higher. “In my opinion, Mays is a definite major league prospect and had he been a white boy I haven’t any doubts but that he would have been a bonus ball player.”

“Bonus ball players” were those who signed under the so-called bonus rule, which existed in various forms from 1947 to 1965. Its goal was to limit bidding wars that favored the wealthiest franchises. If a team signed a player above a certain threshold ($4,000 to $6,000, depending on the year), that “bonus baby” had to stay on the big league roster for the next two years. But if he wasn’t ready for the big leagues, he would be deadweight on the bench and would have his development stymied—possibilities designed to limit outrageous bonuses in the first place.

Under this rule, bonuses were still paid, but the amounts varied significantly. In 1950, the Pirates paid a $100,000 bonus to a forgotten pitcher named Paul Pettit, who won one game in the majors. In 1954, Sandy Koufax’s father, Irving, asked for a $14,000 bonus for his son, which he calculated as the cost of a four-year education. The Giants too were in the bonus game, though not profitably. In 1954, they gave $35,000 to infielder Joey Amalfitano, who spent two years on the bench before being sent to the minors for four years, and the Giants shoveled another $60,000 to pitcher Paul Giel, who after six years retired with a 5.39 ERA and an 11–9 lifetime record.

Black players were largely excluded from these quick-hit riches. The economists Anthony Pascal and Leonard Rapping found that in 1968, one out of five white major leaguers who had signed before 1959 had received bonuses greater than $20,000, but none of the thirty blacks playing in 1968 who had signed in the 1950s had received that inducement.

Mays says that Stoneham quietly gave him an extra $10,000. Stoneham never declared the amount—even his scouts didn’t know—which would have triggered the bonus rule. But even $10,000 was a pittance compared to the sums given to other highly touted prospects. The Giants treated Mays no differently from the way any major league team would have treated him, but before he ever stepped on the field in organized baseball, his skin color had cost him tens of thousands of dollars, maybe a hundred thousand dollars (which, in 2010, would be about $895,000).

Mays knew nothing about the slight and remains grateful to an organization that took a chance on a nineteen-year-old kid and soon paid him at the highest levels of his profession. Whatever was denied him long ago doesn’t bother him today. “I don’t look at race that way,” he says. “If I did, how could I have accomplished the things that I did? You can’t go back sixty years.”

Mays has another reason to feel good about his personal history: he was lucky to have absorbed the ethos of black baseball while still having a full career in the majors. He played in what was the final Negro League World Series in 1948, and he left Birmingham two years before Tom Hayes sold his team. Negro squads continued to play through the 1960s, but they were easily ignored in a decade when 23 percent of major league players were African American.
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